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This study in folk medicine focuses on a modern magicoreligious folk healer named Jack Epperson, who utilizes the
principles of bioenergetics or placing hands on an ill
person's body and directing healing energy into blocked
channels to heal, in the context of the small Alaskan
community in which he lives and practices.

The thesis is

divided into seven chapters preceded by an introduction and
followed by a conclusion.
To fit Jack Epperson into the full spectrum of folk
medicine, it is necessary to comprehend fully the two
categories of folk medicine: herbal or natural medicine, and
magico-religious healing or shamanism.

The first chapter

defines these categories, places Epperson within the realm of
magico-religious healing, and describes the community in
which he lives.

In the second chapter, a thorough

description of Epperson's emergence as a healer and
subsequent training with his mentor, a woman named Patricia
Sun, is given.

This chapter also contains extensive

biographical information which relates his life experiences
to his decision to become a healer.
As Epperson continued on his path into magico-religious
healing, he took many physical and spiritual journeys

- vi -

venturing into the occult.

Chapter Three describes these

journeys and provides case studies on healing situations.
Chapter Four continues with case studies in curing but limits
these memorates to Epperson's experiences in Homer with his
patients.

Chapter Five establishes Epperson as a modern

shaman within the traditional background of shamanism in
other cultures.

The next two chapters describe the role of

the patient in folk medicine providing interviews with two of
Epperson's patients as well as the researcher as patient.
Motives for enlisting the aid of a magico-religious healer
are examined in these two chapters as well.

The concluding

chapter focuses on the importance of Jack Epperson and modern
folk healers like him in cur society.
The prevailing question throughout the research and
writing concerned the reason why such healers are reemerging
in an increasingly technologically advanced society.

With

the strides the conventional medical establishment have made,
it is important to understand why people are returning in
increasing numbers to magico-religious healers.

Healing is a

profoundly cultural activity and research into folk healers
provides information about human behavior and thought
processes that occur when faced with traumatic illness or
injury.

INTRODUCTION

With increasing longevity, -rising survival rates after
catastrophic illness, and favorable mortality and morbidity
figures, the success of the scientific medical system over
the past hundred years is impressive.

Yet many people today

remain unsatisfied with the highly specialized modern
physician.

The folk healer is still much a part of the

health care system today in societies throughout the world.
Folk medicine is certainly not dead but has been adapted to
accommodate modern techniques, knowledge, technology, and
cultural contexts.

Non-scientific medicine still has much to

offer the academic world and will continue to play a major
role in meeting the health care needs of the people who
believe in it and continue to practice it.
Folk medicine can be divided roughly into two broad
categories; herbal medicine or ethnobotany and shamanism or
magico-religious healing.

Both types of healing have an

extensive and fascinating history from which scientific
medicine has benefited.

This study in folk medicine focuses

on a modern magico-religious folk healer named Jack Epperson,
a man who utilizes the principles of bioenergetics or placing
hands on an ill person's body and directing healing energy
into blocked channels to cure, in the context of the small
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Alaskan community in which he lives and practices, as well as
within the larger context of American society.
This research contains a biographical description of
Epperson's life and how his background contributed to his
decision to become a bioenergetic healer, his belief system,
and his emergence as a man who selflessly gives his time to
people who are distressed physically and mentally by placing
his hands on them and directing channels of "healing energy"
into their bodies.

A variety of themes will be discussed in

relation to the role which Epperson and others like him play
in their communities, their relationship to folk medicine in
general and shamanism in particular, and the patient's role
in perpetuating these alternative healing systems.
To fit Epperson within the full spectrum of folk
medicine, it is first necessary to review the history of folk
medical scholarship in both Europe and the United States and
the evolution of this scholarship from lists of cures or
descriptions of native tribal healing, to a more extensive
overview of human response to illness within distinct
cultural groups.

It is also necessary to comprehend fully

the two categories of folk medicine; herbal or natural
medicine, and magico-religious healing or shamanism.

The

first chapter contains an overview of the literature, defines
these categories of healing, places Epperson within the realm
of magico-religious healing, and offers several useful
definitions relative to folk medical scholarship.
The second chapter contains a thorough description of

3

Jack Epperson's life and how his compendium of experiences
has affected his belief system resulting in his eventual
emergence as a healer and a man who selflessly gives his time
to people who are distressed physically and mentally.

This

chapter also contains extensive biographical information
which relates his life experiences to his decision to become
a healer, his basic philosophy in the art of healing, and the
rules he follows in his practice.
Following his "call" to heal, Epperson entered into a
mentorship and an intense study of both the supernatural and
of magico-religious healing taking both physical and symbolic
journeys into the occult and the healing arts.

Having

progressed from an apprentice to a respected healer within a
small group of people with similar beliefs, Epperson then
began to establish himself into the community as a changed
man.

In Chapter Three this metamorphosis is described

through the physical and spiritual journeys he took venturing
into the occult, and case studies on healing situations while
traveling in Egypt with his friend and mentor, Patricia Sun,
are provided.
Epperson's reputation as a healer spread throughout his
community by oral tradition and the role of case studies to
the perpetuation of folk medicine is well illustrated through
his personal memorates.

Chapter Four continues with case

studies which are examined within several parameters as set
forth by the folklorist Michael Owen Jones with special
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emphasis on the striking or unusual characteristics of such
memorates.
Epperson's method of healing is fairly modern within the
historical context of folk healing; however, his role as a
healer continues a time-honored tradition which has been
delineated by the anthropologist, James Dow, in a universal
structure of generalized symbolic healing myths.

Through a

careful analysis of Epperson and his healing, in Chapter
Five, he is established as a modern day shaman using
definitions of past shamanistic characteristics, rituals, and
performance.

The study of any folk healing system must

involve the patient as well as the healer.

The

healer/patient relationship is one of intimacy, trust, and
expectations.

To study a healer, it is imperative to view

his or her patients and the relationship that develops
between them.

In Chapter Six extensive interviews with two

of Epperson's patients, Brenda Hearnsberger and Susan Post,
are transcribed.

Through an analysis of these interviews in

this chapter the modern alternative health systems that
people turn to and the relationships they develop with folk
healers will be reviewed according to the common
characteristics which predetermine whether or not the
relationship will be mutually beneficial.

When belief

systems are compatible, healing ceremonies are mutually
satisfying and rapport is established.

The relationship will

then probably continue to the satisfaction and benefit of
both the patient and the healer.
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Finally, to fully understand the phenomenon of a folk
healer such as Jack Epperson, the researcher is at a much
better advantage to analyze the effectiveness of specific
therapies and to determine the strength of the healer's
position in a cultural context as a patient rather than as an
observer.

Because most of what is known about folk medicine

is by casual observation or through case studies related by
informants there is little direct evidence to examine how
religious and other supernatural ideas are expressed in
symbolic actions, rituals and practices that exert influence
on the healing relationship.

Therefore, to comiplete this

research I became a patient of Epperson's and relate in
Chapter Seven my experiences in the role of researcher as
patient.

The idea of researcher as patient has attained

credence by such folklorists as Michael Owen Jones and Pat
Ellis Taylor.

As in other areas of folklore research, an

esoteric analysis offers a keen insight into human thought
processes and behaviors.

Additionally, in this chapter I

moved from my role of researcher to participant-observer, and
into a more active place in the research as my own
interviewee and informant.

In discussing and tape-recording

my own experiences with my other two informants, I became an
oral source and a self-respondent as well.

In this manner, I

was able to view my experiences analytically not only from a
distance in transcribing the tapes as a researcher, but also
esoterically from within the group in becoming a trusted
member of the particular healing culture I was studying.
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Although there are many healers operating throughout the
United States today, the continuation of any healing system
is dependent on the community in which the healer operates.
Epperson's decision to become a healer was initiated by a
number of circumstances that took place in his life within
the parameters of the small town of Homer, Alaska, in which
he lives with his wife, Mary Epperson.

The geographical

setting of this town, the unique cultural attributes of its
people, and the differing belief systems of its citizens have
all played a part in Epperson's healing art.
Situated on the southwestern periphery of the Kenai
Peninsula on the north shore of Kachemack Bay in Southcentral
Alaska, Homer is a small coastal town located approximately
two-hundred and twenty miles from Anchorage.

Although the

year round population is only 3,632, the picturesque setting,
mild climate, and abundance of both sport and commercial
fishing attract thousands of tourists a year.

Manufacturing,

government offices, seafood processing and marine trades are
the key industries of Homer.
The small city of Homer is both literally and
figuratively "at the end of the road."

It is the last town

on the only highway which traverses the length of the Alaska
Peninsula.

The ocean begins where the town ends and there

are no roads east or west.

A prevailing attitude in Homer is

that many people end up there when they have finally reached
a point where they have nowhere else to go.

These people are

"at the end of the road" and decide to settle where the land
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For individual reasons, a great diversity of people

ends.

have decided to make Homer their home and a general attitude
of both acceptance of alternative lifestyles, and a
permissiveness in maintaining differing belief systems
prevails.
Diametrically opposed to this open-mindedness, however,
a large group of fundamental Christians exerts a strong
influence on Homer especially within the schools and other
government agencies.

Although they are also an alternative

religious group, these citizens actively oppose any beliefs
or practices not contained in the literal text of the
Christian Bible.

Within the small population there are

several other well-defined religious and secular groups of
people.

The Russian Orthodox "Old Believers" have found

religious sanctuary in Homer and have operated a thriving
commercial fishing industry for many decades.

Many citizens

of Homer either adhere to the more standard religions or deny
any religious affiliation.

The community also supports a

large artistic society and the work of many prominent artists
is displayed in the many galleries on the main street.

There

are many sub-groups which flourish and find mutual support
and acceptance both internally and within the larger context
of Homer society.
Jack Epperson, therefore, was free to develop and
practice his healing methods as an established member of the
community although he has experienced some disapproval from a
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few individuals, and the fundamentalist Christians in
particular.

It is interesting to note that when Patricia

Sun, Epperson's teacher and mentor, came to Homer to present
a workshop, many citizens of the town objected to her beliefs
and to her presentation.

Although Homer is very tolerant of

individual beliefs within, and the ensconced community
members are allowed to diverge from the "norm," outsiders are
still viewed with skepticism and intolerance.

Epperson has

been granted "permission" to practice magico-religious
healing, and has earned a large following in his practice.
However, he is careful to avoid conflict by offering his
services only to people who are either referred by his
established patients or to those who make the initial contact
by coming to him for information.

Regardless of the beliefs

and feeling of others, Epperson plans on continuing to live
and practice in Homer while furthering his education in the
art of healing by turning to sources outside the parameters
of his home.
Following in the tradition of magico-religious folk
healers, Epperson practices curing esoterically. He professes
abilities supernaturally endowed using age-old methods in a
new age of healing.

Although researchers continue to find no

scientific basis for the effectiveness of natural and herbal
medicine or magico-religious healing, it persists in American
society continuing to seemingly treat those who believe in
alternative healing systems.

In this context, Jack Epperson

9

has attracted and maintained a dedicated following who
enthusiastically accept their belief and faith in his power.

,

CHAPTER ONE
FOLK MEDICINE SYSTEMS

Although folk healing has played a vital and pervading
role in many cultures from the earliest beginnings of
humankind, folklore research, including collections and
analytical studies, was neglected until recently and folk
medicine remained largely in the oral tradition of the
culture.

From the inception of the American Folklore Society

in 1888 concurrent with the publication of The Journal at
American Folklore, a paucity of material was published in
folk medicine except for lists of cures and certain American
Indian rituals.

With the founding of Ethnomedizine

Zeitschrift fur interdisciplinaire Forschung in Hamburg,
Germany, in 1971, a shift in focus on folk medical
scholarship occurred.

Until that time medical historians

more than folklorists were concerned with folk medicine
research.

Eventually a folk medicine convention in the

United States was formulated addressing many of the same
issues discussed in the European conference.

The UCLA

Conference on American Folk Medicine in 1973 was the first
symposium to be held in the Americas and provided the much
needed impetus to treat folk medicine as a dynamic force in
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culture in the United States.

This conference was sponsored

jointly by the Center for the Study of Comparative Folklore
and Mythology, the Medical History Division of the UCLA
School of Medicine, and the Society for the History of the
Medical Sciences in Los Angeles.

Papers prepared by twenty-

five scholars from different fields were later published in a
volume entitled American Folk Medicine, edited by Wayland D.
Hand and published in California in 1976.

This collection of

papers offers a rich diversity of both folk medical practices
and of the varying points of view regarding folk medicine
research.

The book also encompasses sacred and secular magic

which are major components of folk medicine.

In his

introduction, Hand affirms that the book is intended to
counterbalance the scholarship which to that date was largely
concerned with herbal folk medicine.
Prior to the 1973 folk medicine convention in
California, folk medicine scholarship concentrated on either
lists of cures, or the specific shamanistic or magicoreligious healing rites of native groups.

Perhaps the most

extensive lists of cures and remedies for a variety of
ailments were contained in Volume VI of the Frank

Brown

Collection of North Carolina Folklore entitled "Popular
Beliefs and Superstitions."

This volume, published in 1961,

offered an extensive collection of folk beliefs concerned
with only a limited geographical distribution but with wideranging comparative data. It also attempted to define folk
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medical belief in American society and to create an interest
in the study of folk healing in the United States
From approximately 1970 to the present, folk medicine
research has become a multidisciplinary field involving not
only folklorists and anthropologists but also biologists,
ethnobotanists, ethnopsychologists, ethnologists, chemists,
and academic medical practitioners.

Additionally, health

care workers are becoming more cognizant of the tenacity with
which human beings will cling to folk medical beliefs and
practices.

These professionals are now willing to enlist the

aid of scholars in understanding the belief systems patients
bring with them to the healing relationship in hospitals and
other public health institutions.

As Bruno Gebhard stated at

the UCLA Conference, "I am sorry we did not differentiate
superstition clearly from folk medicine.

Just as in

scientific medicine, today's truth might be tomorrow's error;
so-called superstition has often turned into a piece of
rational folk medicine," (Gebhard, 1976, p. 89).
As a modern scholarly concern then, folklorists need to
address several issues in studying folk medicine: the
qualifications of professionals researching folk medicine,
the necessity of the study of origins and function of folk
medicine rather than just distribution of practices, and the
usefulness of folk medical research to modern American
culture.

Certainly one of the most important concerns

involves which professional group is best qualified to carry
out folk medicine research.

Whereas anthropologists,
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sociologists, and folklorists are certainly best qualified to
examine the role of meaning and function of folklore in
society, physicians and medical researchers are best able to
relate the consequences of folk medical belief within the
academic medical establishments.

It is the current viewpoint

among folklorists that more collaboration with physicians for
field studies in hospitals and clinics and other medical
institu:ions, including psychiatric medicine, is necessary to
benefit patients and healers in both contexts.

Through a

blending of academic and folk medicine research, medical
practice may return to a healing art as well as a science
The second issue in the study of folk medicine involves
the investigation of the significance of origin and function
to field data rather than amassing lists of remedies and
cures.

The documentation of folk medicine in the United

States has primarily addressed distribution rather than
history and background with the exception of native American
Indians.

In his researcu on folk medicine, Don Yoder

contends that European studies of magic from Frazer to
Malinowski have increased our understanding of folk medicine
in many directions.

He goes on to say that the most useful

direction "has been in the definitions of types of magic-imitative, contagious, homeopathic, sympathetic--and an
analysis of the theory of magic in primitive and folk
culture," (Yoder, 1972, p. 195).
Because American folk medical belief and practice is
historically based in Europe, to gain a complete
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understanding of how these beliefs have developed over the
centuries and have become modified to meet the unique
experience in the "New World," it is vital to examine the
origins and to determine the modern function of such beliefs.
Talbot states that the richness in such folk medicine
scholarship by writing, " . . . wherever we look in folk
medicine we find the traditions, the customs, the remedies,
the whole corpus of doctrine drawing substance and vigor from
an almost timeless source, as if they belonged to the very
nature of man himself," (Talbot, 1976, p. 10).
The strong effect on human beliefs which makes folk
medicine so interwoven in all cultures has oddly enough not
served to create a respect for research and study in the
discipline.

As an area for folklore scholarship, folk

medicine has taken a back seat to other genres of importance.
While inherently interesting, folk medicine has often been
viewed as superstition belonging to antiquity and of little
modern social importance.

However, as early as 1942, in an

article entitled "Folk Medicine and Folk Science," Weston La
Barre argues that "folk science" field data collected from
informants can become socially useful.

La Barre uses the

examples of quinine, cocaine, and digitalis, all the products
of folk medicine, as being among the most indispensable drugs
In modern pharmacopoeia.

Concurrently, Bruno Gebhard

presented a paper to the annual meeting of the American
Public Health Association in 1940 entitled, "Grandma Is Not
Always Wrong" in which he, "Identified her not as the
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perpetrator of 'old wives' tales hut as a symbol of three
generations living side by side and of all that is good in
folk medicine." (Gebhard, 1976, p. 90)

Furthermore, writing

in 1974, the anthropologist John Camp wrote:
. . . In the long history . . . there is
evidence that many people have apparently been
cured, or their symptoms relieved, without any
logical explanation. The knowledge that the
processes of the mind are intimately associated
with bodily function is nothing new. Priests in
ancient Babylon made use of it when they
interpreted dreams to try and diagnose illness.
Today there is a mass of evidence proving that
cures and healing can be brought about by other
means when conventional medicine has failed. What
created dispute and argument among medical and
religious thinkers is not that it happens. but how
it happens (Camp, 1974, p. 113).
Similarly, Ellen Stekert's study of Southern mountain
medical beliefs in Detroit was vital in the treatment of
people with a folk tradition embedded in the rural South and
its effect on their health care when they migrated to urban
areas.

Such studies are becoming more useful and important

to medical practitioners as well as folklorists in presenting
folk medicine as a viable modern scholarly concern with
practical ramifications.
For the purpose of this study in folk medicine it is
essential to arrive at an understanding of several terms
related to the field.

Perhaps the primary concern is to

define "folk medicine."

In 1972, Don Yoder stated the

necessity for arriving at the most simple, direct and usable
definition possible and cited Hanns Otto Munsterer's advice
to "resolve to describe folk medicine from the widest
possible standpoint whatever ideas of combating and
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preventing disease exist among the people apart from the
formal system of scientific medicine," (Yoder, 1972, p. 193).
Promoting the general concept of folklore as that body of
belief and knowledge that is created and perpetuated through
oral tradition, in 1955 the editors of the Worterbuch der
deuts hen defined folk medicine -in writing:
. . . folk medicine has grown organically out
of the whole of folk belief and custom, thought,
life and speech. Medicine is older than doctors.
Hence the definition: Folk Medicine is the
substance of all the traditional viewpoints of
sickness and the healing methods applied against
disease which exist among the people (Hand, 1976,
p. 252).
Common to both of these definitions is the idea that in
order to exist, folk medicine must contain elements of both
sickness or disease and health or curing.

These definitions

also delineate folk medicine as apart from scientific
medicine by affirming that it exists "among the people"
rather than in the formal confines of academia.
The question of the reliance on print as the definitive
difference between popular and folk tradition is a more
modern concern in defining any aspect of folklore--folk
medicine is no exception.

However, given the increased

technological advances of modern society and mass
communication, the role of print is impossible to ignore in
the study of folk tradition and folk healers.

In this study

folk medicine will not be limited to that body of knowledge
within the oral tradition but will include any knowledge or
practice instilled in oral tradition although later relegated
to print.

Folk medicine then will be regarded as any
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practice rooted in the cultural body of therapeutic knowledge
encompassing the patient's concept of health, illness,
disease and curative practices whereas the sick member of
that culture will act according to the beliefs, treatment and
prevention of disease dependent on the knowledge made
available to him or her from that society.
Popular medicine systems are those which originate and
are perpetuated primarily by print but are not regarded as
viable by the scientific community.

In some cases popular

traditions can be blended with folk healing in the unorthodox
heading of "lay medicine."

In the past twenty.years another

health system known as the "holistic" movement has emerged.
This system considers health in terms of prevention rather
than cure, and functions as a lifestyle including both
physical and spiritual well-being emphasizing diet, exercise,
and stress management.

Holistic health often opposes

scientific medicine's disease intervention practice and
promotes a total well-being lifestyle.
Finally, to fully understand how folk medicine operates
in any society, it is imperative to define the concepts of
disease and health.

In discussing health, it is necessary to

consider both physical and emotional health.

Health is a

state of balance and harmony in which the body and the mind
are in a constant state of achieving and maintaining.

Good

health is represented on a positive pole or free-flowing
energy field existing when the body and mind are in a state
of harmony when the total being is in synch with both its
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internal and external environments.

The term "bioenergetics"

was recently used in a Time Magazine article on alternative
healing systems to designate this view of health maintenance
(Time, November, 1991).

Disease, then, is simply the

opposite of health when the body and mind are in a state of
disharmony and exists when the body is not in synch with its
environment.

Disease is represented on a negative pole and

disrupted energy field.

This idea of positive and negative

force has surfaced in all aspects of human societies and is
no less prominent in the study of folk medicine.
To study folk medicine it is most useful to separate it
into natural or herbal medicine in which plants or animals
are use, to affect a cure; and magico-religious medicine in
which the power of the occult is employed by a designated
healer or shaman.

Both types of folk medicine are maintained

through a strong oral tradition and are usually passed from
one generation to the next.

Both varieties also involve the

patient's concept of health and illness and which cures are
best applied in a dynamic relationship with the health care
provider, rather than only the doctor's concept of disease
intervention and treatment.

Many modern folk curers blend

natural medicine with magico-religious curing resulting in a
holistic view of health maintenance.

Although primarily a

magico-religious curer, Epperson involved both methods of
healing in his care of patients.

It is, therefore, necessary

to view both systems of healing in American culture in
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general to completely understand the role Epperson performs
in the context of Homer, Alaska.
Herbal medicine developed in many early societies from a
random attempt to control illness into a natural, rational
science utilizing flora indigenous to the environment of each
cultural group.

Passed on entirely by oral tradition, the

knowledge was handed down from generation to generation.

The

herbalist enjoyed great status within the group and some
magico-religious force was associated with the curative
knowledge.
Natural folk medicine evolved into the use of an
extensive pharmacopoeia utilizing herbs, plants, animal
substances, minerals and any other material found in the
environment that has proven useful in the treatment of
disease.

Many of these early American folk remedies such as

ginseng, bee pollen, rosehips, and arrowroot, to mention a
few, have been reinforced through modern American popular
medicine and now appear on the shelves of health food stores
in pill form.

Within American culture women have remained

the perpetuators and disseminators of folk medical knowledge
in the family.

These root and herb gatherers from the past

have largely been replaced by the drugstore, but the beliefs
remain within the oral tradition.

This knowledge has also

been retained in numerous collections of lists of cures and
remedies such as the Frank

a.

Brown Collection.

The natural medicine utilized by the American Indians
was largely based on plants.

Particularly in the
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Southwestern United States, maize figures prominently not
only as a food staple but also as a gift from the gods and
became important in all rituals and ceremonies including
healing.

Among other tribes in the West and Midwest, animal

parts were used to provide power, medicine, and good luck by
the shaman in a healing ceremony.

Therefore, these American

Indians provide a good example of the interrelationship
between herbal and natural healing and magico-religious
healing.

Although not as prevalent in other American

cultures, there is a cross-relationship in many instances
where a healing agent is applied or provided in a ritualistic
ceremony.

. . Medicine cannot be used in the

restrictive definition of American dictionaries to designate
any preparation used in treating disease; to the contrary,
medicine may be used to indicate power or force, natural or
supernatural.

Among the categories of plant medicine,

hypnotics may be used to treat a disease or prevent a disease
or may be taken by the medicine man to affect a cure by
divination," (Emboden, 1973, p. 159).
The division of folk medicine into two varieties then,
offers clarification as to the practice and applicaton of the
particular healing art being used rather than as a definitive
line of demarcation.

Yoder states that the magico-religious

variety of folk medicine, sometimes called "occult" folk
medicine, "attempts to use charms, holy words, and holy
actions to cure disease.

This type commonly involves a

complicated pre-scientific worldview," (Yoder, 1972, p. 192).
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In shamanism and magico-religiuos healing both the healer and
the patient perform roles in the therapeutic encounter.
Great faith is placed in the supernatural ability of the
healer who is divined with a healing gift from the gods.

As

old as natural healing, faith healing has been practiced most
often in the case of chronic debilitating illness in which
there is not a cure available in the natural pharmacopoeia of
that society.

Bruno Gebhard wrote, "But at the opening of

the Phipps Clinic of Johns Hopkins in April, 1913, Sir
William Osler made this statement, 'Still in the thaumaturgic
state of mental development, 99% of our fellow.creatures,
when in trouble, sorrow or sickness, trust to charms,
incantation and to the saints,'" (Gebhard, 1973, p. 93).
Belief in magic and ritual prevails today as more and more
people are turning to the faith healer when unsure about the
prognosis of an illness or injury.
Magico-religious healing is as prevalent in modern
American society as it was in earlier times.

Indeed, there

appears to be a strong return to belief in such magicoreligious healing methods as laying on of hands, reflexology,
sympathy healing, conjure, faith healing at revivals, and
acupuncture, to name only a few.

In the face of such

horrifying pandemics as AIDS, cholera, and Hepatitis B, as
well as the prevalence of cancer, chronic heart disease,
multiple schlerosis and other fatal and debilitating
conditions that continue to threaten today's society, it is
no wonder that people turn to a healer to ease the fear of
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the inability of scientific medicine to offer cures and
treatments.

About the practice of medicine in the mid-

1800's, a successful surgeon named James Marion Sims had this
to say:
It was heroic, it was murderous.
I did not
know anything about medicine, but I had every
common sense to see that physicians killed their
patients, that medicine was no exact science, that
it proceeded empirically and that it was preferable
to put one's confidence into nature and not into
the dangerous skill of physicians (Gebhard, 1973,
P. 91).
To many people now this attitude remains in spite of the
impressive medical advances of the twentieth century.
Allopathic medicine, or medicine that treats disease by
producing effects different from the symptoms of the disease
treated, is seen by many to inhibit the natural healing
powers of the body.

The increase in invasive surgical

procedures is receiving widespread condemnation manifested in
negative media coverage, in the number of malpractice suits,
and in a shift in the general public's idea of healing.
There is a reemergence of natural healing practices and
magico-religious curing in American society.

The modern

equivalent of the shaman is the reflexologist, the
acupuncturist, the faith healing revivalist, and the healer
who lays his or her hands on a sick person's body.

Just as a

shaman, these healers cure by symbolic ritual and dramatic
performance relying on the patient's acceptance of the
magical properties of the healing method.

Among others,

these healers play an important role in American society and
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are becoming increasingly dynamic within the popular culture
as well.

CHAPTER TWO
JACK EPPERSON: EMERGENCE OF A HEALER

Jack Epperson lives in a quaint wood house high on top of
•
a hill overlooking Kachemack Bay in Homer, Alaska, with the
Kenai Mountains rising majestically out of the ocean floor to
the east.

The road to his house is long, steep, and windy,

offering complete privacy in a serene setting.. The home
Epperson and his wife built, and where they have lived for
their many years in Homer, is a small two-storied frame house
with large windows that permit ample sunlight to filter
through, nourishing the numerous plants and flowers growing
throughout the house.
organized, and warm.

The small kitchen is bright, wellEntering the living room from the

kitchen, windows rise from the floor to the ceiling.

Looking

out these windows in the summer you first notice a profusion
of wildflowers blooming haphazardly, splashing multitudinous
hues throughout the yard.

Beyond, the bright blue water and

the rugged white peaks in the distance create a startling
panorama of color and light.

I was immediately struck by the

pristine beauty and serenity of this Alaskan scene while at
the same time feeling the simplicity and warmth of both the
man and his home.

On the first day of the interview, Epperson

offered me a hot cup of tea and we sat down at a
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large pinewood table in the kitchen.

He asked me the purpose

of my research and I told him that I was most interested in
the type of healing that he does and how he is able to adapt
the alternative lifestyle he has chosen into his home and his
community.

We spoke for a few minutes about the people we

both knew, the preponderance of wild berries that summer, and
the general tranquility of life in Homer.

After both

Epperson and myself were comfortable with each other, the
interview began with basic biographical information.

Because

Epperson still feels his life and practice are controversial
and written accounts could possibly cause his family some
embarrassment, I agreed that all material given to me would
be kept confidential in the community.

Epperson understood

that all confidences I related to him concerning my own life
and health would also be kept confidential.

With mutual

trust established the interview proceeded at a comfortable
pace in an aura of rapport.
Early Childhood
My name is Jack Epperson.
I live at 4270 West
Hill Road, Homer, Alaska.
I was born in a little
town called Front Neck, Kansas, in 1921 a long time
ago.
It was a coal mining town. My father was a
coal miner.
My mother's name was Mary and she was
a Roeser.
I believe she was Dutch and my father's
name was Alan, Epperson, of course.
I think he was
a Heinz; I don't know what nationality he was.
I
was the oldest. I was the first born of my mother
and father.
I had two younger brothers that were
born seven or eight years later. I had, ah, my
next brother, Dwayne was five years younger than I
and my second brother, Keith was eight years
younger than I.
(Tape-recorded interview, Epperson
and Tracy, Homer, Alaska, July 7, 1989).
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Epperson was six years old when he started school in
Laramie, Wyoming, after the family moved from Kansas.

His

father ran a steam shovel in a limestone quarry for a cement
company until Epperson was in the ninth grade.

He does not

recall the name of the school but remembers clearly that it
was on the west side of town separated by railroad tracks.
Junior High was also in Laramie located across the tracks
next to the high school.

Epperson does not remember anything

sianificant from his years in school in Laramie but said: "I
really appreciate the teachers I had.
avid reader.

I really became an

They encouraged reading and I was checking

library books out when I was in the third grade; reading
everything I could get my hands on and I am so thankful for
that.

I love to read."

This love of reading would carry

throughout Epperson's life leading to extensive reading and
research into the occult that helped form his philosophy of
life and interest in the healing art.

He went on to describe

his life in Laramie, Wyoming, until the time when, as a
teenager, the family was forced to leave Wyoming and settle
in a small town in Eastern Colorado:
Then when we left Laramie, my father had a
disease where he had his leg amputated when I was a
sophomore in high school and he could no longer
work. We left Laramie when I was, I believe in
high school and moved to Colorado--a country school
in Eastern Colorado in the dry lands.
It was called Burgher's Disease and it's a
circulatory disease--hardening of the arteries.
And he was a heavy, heavy smoker which led to this
disease. When they removed his leg he could no
longer work in the cement factory where he worked
so he was--beside--when he was a coal miner he was
raised in a farming community. So we moved to
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Eastern Colorado and he leased a dry farm out there
and had me do the work while he advised. A onelegged man can't drive a tractor very well. Well,
on top of that they made it very clear that I had
to take care of the family because he wasn't able
to. So I did all the farming work and all the--all
that sort of thing. It didn't bother me. Actually
it gave me probably more freedom than other kids my
age. I could go to the basketball games.
I
participated in basketball and school activities,
you know. We lived two miles from town. I had my
own bicycle and i could ride to town. We couldn't
afford a car during the Depression years, you know.
A part of my make-up, I never allowed these things
to get to me. But I can accept it and realize the
seriousness and everything but I don't let it get
me down.
[New Raymer, Colorado' was a little bitty
town.
It was a little community. It was a little
school where they sent out buses for a big radius
and picked up all the kids for high school. It was
in New Raymer where we lived and Sterling was
thirty-five miles one way and Fort Morgan was
thirty-five miles another way. So we were close to
those two.
Dust storms and tumbleweeds. We supported
ourselves. We raised eggs and turkeys. I raised a
herd of turkeys out there all summer. They'd
follow the grasshoppers and just thrived. We had
to wear our shoes several years. We were raising
eggs and we couldn't sell them but we wo—ld barter
them. We'd take in a case of eggs and trade it for
a case of flour or a sack of chicken feed, or
whatever, you know. Pretty tough during the
Depression years and we always had plenty to eat
and a warm place to sleep and we were all taken
care of.
I was valedictorian. New Raymer High School
was probably the name of it. [There were] twelve
kids [in the graduating class].
Growing up in Kansas, Wyoming, and Colorado and coming
of age during the Depression shaped Jack Epperson into a
self-sufficient young man who strove to succeed in spite of
any obstacles.

The hardships imposed on the family by his

father's illness forced Epperson to take adult
responsibilities at an early age.

This illness also
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initiated the formulation of his convictions concerning
health and disease.

Epperson believed that the Burgher's

disease that first caused the amputation of his father's leg,
and later killed him, was not a random event but was brought
on by his father's smoking.

The belief that individuals

determine their own health would follow him throughout his
life and continue in his role as a healer.

Much later, at

the age of fifty-eight, Epperson's brother, Wayne developed
cancer of the esophagus as well as heart disease.
these two diseases would prove fatal.

Together

Again, Epperson

attributed his brother's death to an unhealthy lifestyle that
could have been prevented.

The following conversation

illustrates his attitude:
JT:

How old was he when he died?

JE: Fifty-eight, I think.
hundred pounds overweight.
JT:

He was probably a

Did he have a heart attack?

JE: He died of a heart attack.
cancer in his esophagus.

He developed

JT: Do you think that was all related to
obesity?
JE: I could have helped him if they would
have allowed it.
JT: Oh, so at that time you think you could
have helped him but they didn't let you? I
thought cancer patients, especially toward the
end, I thought, would do almost anything, try
anything. But he wouldn't?
JE: Belief is stronger than his will. He was the
kind of a guy who all through his growing up days
was--I guess you would call him a cowboy. He went
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to Nevada up to Colorado and went to work on a
ranch and he made his livelihood by rounding up
wild horses and breaking them to ride and then
selling them. That's the way he made his . . .
physically he was a wreck because he abused his
body so much which may or may not have contributed
to his final problems too.
Throughout his childhood Epperson's family tended to
rely on many old folk remedies.

Due to the geographic

isolation of the rural areas in which they lived, as well as
the lack of money to pay doctors, both disease treatment and
prevention were provided by Epperson's mother and
grandmother:
Oh well, the common old folk remedies. I
remember my grandmother--one of her things if you
caught cold, she'd give you a spoonful of sugar
with kerosene in it. But this was the type things
my parents used, you know, different illnesses,
well, you treat it this way and a lot of them
worked real good.
We didn't live close to my grandmother after
we left Kansas. When you catch a cold, you know, I
will still do it with my kids--you put Vicks on
their chest and you tie a wool sock around their
throat and you go to bed with it. The thing is, I
think that we were very poor all my life and most
of the time we lived in an area where a doctor
wasn't readily available to begin with. So you
used your home remedies all you could.
Looking back it was my mother that did most of
this but I don't ever remember a female doctor when
I was young. It's like, I can't stand orange juice
to this day because every morning on the way to
school my mother was at the door with a bottle of
cod liver oil and a glass of orange juice. That
was just routine.
Epperson's early exposure to folk remedies and trust in
lay medicine is not unusual in the history of the American
frontier.

When faced with a long, strenuous trip to the

doctor, people rely on traditions and beliefs that have
remained in the oral tradition.
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Just as important as his experiences with health and
illness both as a child and as an adult, Epperson's religious
background played a paramount role in his development as a
healer.
Religious Background
My mother was raised a Catholic. My father
had no religion that I know of. My only religious,
my only contact with religion was when I was in
high school. Both of my parents became Jehovah's
Witnesses. And to me, this was, I had an awful
time swallowing it. They made us kids go knock on
doors pedaling these magazines. At that time we
packed up a little wind-up phonograph that we tried
to get people to sit and listen to these records.
I was probably twelve or fourteen. Oh, older than
that. Probably fourteen. I could not stand it.
In fact I was so against that, that the minute I
graduated from high school, I left home. I just
couldn't stand that atmosphere.
Well, when I left home I was very confused and
I used to marvel; I'd see people going to church
and come out apparently feeling good, vou know.
And I thought what are they getting out of this?
When I left home I actually attended every
denomination I came across and I gave it a fair
trial--maybe six months at this church and six
months at another church.
Whenever I could, I
would get with a minister and start asking
questions. The questions I would ask him he would
have no answer for. He'd just say you just got to
have faith. You just got to believe. I could
never accept this and I think all my life I have
been searching for that something that was missing.
I think I've found it now.
Jack Epperson's confusion with religion at an early and
impressionable age clearly had an impact on the freedom he
felt later in life to discard "standard" religious practices
as found in most communities.

His rejection of the Jehovah's

Witnesses resulted in a rejection of religious dogma entirely
as it applied to Christianity.

In his later development as a

healer this rejection of Christian beliefs was paramount in
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his ability to study and accept non-Western beliefs such as
reincarnation.

Epperson does not; however, consider his

strong conviction regarding reincarnation as related to
religion but as a belief stating "

. . our Western culture

is probably the only culture that does not accept
reincarnation.
are behind.

We are the laggards.

We are the ones that

Most people believe in reincarnation.

If you

believe in Christianity I think it's way down in number seven
in world religions."

Epperson does not view reincarnation as

based on faith, feeling rather that his research has proven
beyond a doubt that it does exist.

Accepting the credence of

reincarnation, Epperson feels that in our present lives we
must keep all aspects of our body and mind flowing freely
with positive energy which is regarded as a state of health.
Imbalance related to past lives must be channeled into
harmony in the present life.
Other beliefs in the occult have formed simultaneously
with Epperson's emergence as a healer.

Again, it was vital

that he be able to completely discard all Western religious
teachings in order to completely accept the intricate pattern
of supernatural events he has experienced in his journey as a
healer.
Epperson feels that his relationship with his mother and
two brothers was irreparably damaged by their association
with the Witnesses and his disgust with that faith.

Although

these relatives live in the town of Soldotna, Alaska, ninety
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miles north of Homer, he has no active relationship with
them:
They, for all practical purposes have disowned
me. I am the black sheep and they say I'm
following the devil's work. I don't discuss this
with them. I can't discuss this with them.
They're so emotional that I find that the only way
I can get along with them is to stay away from
them. It always ends up in a religious discussion.
I just don't want to discuss it.
I won a four-year, all-expense-paid
scholarship, including room and board, to Colorado
Agriculture College in Fort Collins. I never used
it. I got drafted instead. Went to California to
work in the aircraft factory because I figured I
could make more money there. I wanted to go to
college but I also wanted to make some money first.
Just like all kids. I was going to take 4n
engineering course. My father died about three
years after and, of course, I had settled in
California then and my mother brought my brothers
out to California where I was working then.
Military Years
Epperson never did go to college and was drafted while
working in California.

After entering the service at the

beginning of World War II, he became a fighter pilot
operating in the South Pacific.

He flew sorties throughout

New Guinea, the Phillipines, Okinawa, and Japan.

Although he

was in the service for four years, he only flew combat
overseas for one year.

Becoming a fighter pilot was an

important step in asserting himself and is indicative of the
courage and tenacity he used later in adhering to his belief
in himself as a healer.

It was also the beginning of doing

the unexpected and striking out away from the norm:
I was always a little runt all my life and
when I was drafted they gave you a test to see what
you are best suited to be and because of my farming
background, they made me a mechanic--an aircraft
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mechanic. Sent me to school and I was working on
a, I was stationed in Glendale, California, where
there is a P-38 fighter base and I was a crew chief
on a P-38. I'd take care of the airplanes. I was
living at home with Mary and went to work one
morning and the First Sergeant, he had us all lined
up there and he said, "All you guys that are under
5'7" and weigh less than 140 pounds, step out."
There were about eight of us that met that so we
stepped out ano he said, "You guys just volunteered
to become tail gunners in B-17's. You go to
gunnery school next week.
I don't know if you have seen pictures of this
little ball in the back of the tail of a bomber
where the guy sits in there with a machine gun.
That's what they wanted me to do because I was
small. And that scared me. I didn't want to do
that. I was trying to decide how to get out of it
and what to do and I stopped by the bulletin board
and there was a notice on there that said they were
accepting applications for pilot training. It said
the requirements were two years of college or pass
an equivalent examination. So I went in and got
the examination. I took the exam. It was easy. I
passed it real good. So they sent me to pilot
school rather than tail-gunner school. So I became
a fighter pilot because I was small.
When he was discharged from the military, Epperson
stayed in the reserves flying four hours a month out of Long
Beach, California.

It was at this time that Epperson and his

brother decided to move to Alaska.

He transferred his

paperwork to Elmendorf Air Force Base in Anchorage, Alaska.
Because he did not show up in Anchorage at the specified
time, Epperson was discharged from active duty.

He later

applied for jobs with the airlines but said he was never
hired because his training was antithetical to passenger
comfort and safety.

His career in the service lasted from

1942-1946 and he was finally discharged from the reserves in
1948.
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Moving to Alaska
Newly discharged from military service and with few
skills related to civilian life, Epperson and his brother
decided to homestead in rural Alaska and do what they knew
best; farming.
Well, we looked on all the maps, the charts
and everything, and the Kenai Peninsula seemed to
be the easiest place to survive. The climate was
good and there was [sic] roads such as they were.
You weren't totally isolated.
You didn't need an
airplane to get in and out.
We homesteaded in Ninilchik originally. We
wanted to start a dairy farm. We brought with us-we bought a sawmill Outside and we were going to
cut the trees down and sell lumber to fiance
ourselves to finance this dairy farm. And we
discovered that every homesteader in Alaska had his
own sawmill and nobody wanted to buy this old
lumber. So I relinquished this homestead, just
turned it loose and refiled on another one in the
hills somewhere out of Anchor Point where there was
no timber.
[Anchor Point] was all grass and we were going
to go beef instead of--which we did. We ended up
with four homesteads all adjacent to each other and
we leased two thousand acres of grassland around us
and we actually got our beef herd up to about two
hundred head of beef cows until we discovered
native grass, which is excellent feed, but nobody
told us it wouldn't stand harvesting. We cut it
for three years in a row and you kill it. So we
were sitting up there with a bunch of cows and
nothing to feed them.
Well, the year we come [sic] to this
conclusion was in 1964, and we knew we were short
of feed and we ordered feed from Palmer. We
ordered alfalfa pellets to finish out the winter.
The earthquake come in March and knocked all the
bridges out. We lost probably half our cows from
starvation. So after that we sold out everything
and got out of it.
See, what happened out there in order to make
this operation work, two of us would have to go out
and work for a living to subsidize the ranch. The
dates were kind of mixed up because I was either
out working or at the ranch. I didn't know-whoever got the job would take the job.
But I
worked for ATA oh, for a number of years as a
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lineman. And we actually moved to Homer when we-we had to get a big loan for equipment. We had to
buy the stock for fences and everything.
We were
still in debt about, I think, about $26,000 in debt
that we still owed the state revolving loan fund.
Homesteads were security for these loans. My
brother wanted to sign the homesteads over to the
state. Just walk away and let the state have it
all back. I couldn't quite see that. I made a
deal with them that I would take equipment. We had
a tractor and a chopper and haying equipment and
silage equipment. I says, "I will assume all of
the loans and I will go get a job and I will pay
them off if I can have the equipment." So they got
out of it without having to do anything but they
retained their homestead.
I came to town and went to work with the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. Homer. And in three
years I had the loan paid off and we still had our
homesteads.
I didn't want to give it up. Morally
it didn't appeal to me and then I would think,
well, that's too valuable a thing to walk off and
leave it.
Epperson sold this homestead in 1989, at the time of
this interview, and retired from the income he received.
This financial independence allows him to practice his
healing free from financial considerations which is vital to
the altruistic nature of his practice and the role he
currently has in the community.
Famil,y and Community
Six years after they married, Jack and Mary Epperson had
two children, a daughter named Terry and a son named Dean.
During their childhood Epperson treated them with the same
old home remedies that his mother used.

Again, geographical

isolation fostered the use of home medicine rather than
academic medicine.

The closest doctor was in Seldovia, a

small town across Kachemack Bay from Homer and accessible

36

only by boat.

Homer did not have a doctor or a dentist so

only serious conditions warranted the trip to Seldovia.

It

was with his son, Dean, however, that Epperson first placed
his faith in scientific medicine.

The family was living in

Los Angeles, California, at the time, making access to a
hospital easier.

This fact plus the trauma of the child's

premature birth prompted the Epperson's to seek hospital
care:
He was born premature and the maternity
hospital where he was born didn't have facilities
for taking care of illnesses. So they put Dean in
an incubator and called an ambulance and sent me to
the country hospital in L.A. He had a temperature
of 109 and when we got to the hospital they told me
that this child will not survive. That if by any
miracle he does survive, he'll have severe brain
damage.
We didn't get him home for three months. They
kept him in the hospital until he got up to what
the weight was. But he came out of it fine.
Years later, at the age of eleven, after Mary and Jack
Epperson had moved to Homer, their son once again developed a
serious condition.

This time proper treatment was harder to

obtain but the severity of the problem warranted more drastic
measures:
Then later on when he was eleven years old he
had another serious problem. He developed a tumor
in his nasal cavity. In his sinus cavities. And
it was a recurring tumor. It was not malignant but
apparently it was fairly rare.
But he came home from school one day with a
nosebleed and we couldn't stop it. Then we had a
doctor in town so I run [sic] him into Doc Fenger
and he immediately called Anchorage and put us on a
plane and sent us to Anchorage. He couldn't stop
the nosebleed either. He had it packed with gauze
and everything. His face was all puffed up.
When we got to Anchorage, well Doctor Fritz
who lives in Anchor Point now--retired--well
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anyhow, he diagnosed him as having this tumor in
his sinus cavities and he sent us right to surgery
and they operated through the roof of his mouth to
remove the tumor. It was a recurring tumor and he
didn't get it all and within three weeks we had to
do it again. Within three weeks we had to do it a
third time and Dr. Fritz finally gave up and made
arrangements to send us to New York City where
there was a man who specialized in this
particular surgery. There they split his jaw and
laid the whole side of his face open so they could
get in there and scrape these sinus cavities out.
We were in the hospital there for six weeks, I
guess. That poor guy had his share.
[He has] no feeling on one side of his face.
In fact, he still has trouble chewing. He bites
his tongue. He bites his cheek. And his teeth are
going had on that side because he can't chew on
that side. He doesn't dare try it. And when they-the scar tissue, of course, covered up his
eustachian tube so he had tremendous earaches for
awhile. They had to puncture an ear drum and leave
a plastic tube in it so it wouldn't go shut. He
has five per cent hearing in one ear now.
Our daughter was born with one eye cocked
outward and we had to take her up and have
something clipped in there so it allowed it to come
back. Outside of that she's been really healthy.
It is important to note that Epperson did not hesitate
to go to a doctor when his children were faced with either
serious illness or required corrective surgery.

His

experiences as a child did not prohibit his belief in
conventional medicine.

Rather, the economic and geographical

realities of his lifestyle dictated the response to illness.
At this time in his life he had not become attuned to the
natural healing properties he feels all humans are endowed
with.

He is not sure whether or not he would have attempted

to cure his children if he was a healer as he is now.

It is

clear that he will trust the scientific establishment when
faced with traumatic disease especially when that ailment

38

has superseded the effect of any preventive measures.
Epperson's early exposure to folk remedies and trust in
lay medicine is not unusual in the history of American
culture.

Many natural and herbal remedies learned from the

indigenous Indian cultures and brought from the countries of
the immigrants have remained strong in the oral tradition.
In the pioneer tradition, he used these remedies for
disorders that were not life-threatening.
After Epperson agreed to pay for the homesteads, he
moved his young family to Homer and worked for the
Agriculture Stabilization program which is the branch of the
U.S. Department of Agriculture that pays the farmer for not
planting.

He clearly resented the theory and practice of

this subsidized program:
How they ever got to Alaska, I don't know but
it's pretty sickening. I could only last there
three or four years. I was the guy that had to
approve or disapprove the payments. Write checks
for these so-called farmers in this area for not
planting.
We bent every rule in the book. It was
terrible. And a lot of it had to do with erosion
and conservation practices. For instance, if a man
had a bunch of cows he could get paid half of the
cost of a fence for rotating his grazing. Things
like this, you know, we found ways to pay money to
these people. Most of the time what I did was sit
there and try to write reports justifying my
existence. It's a typical bureaucratic sort of
thing.
Epperson then went to work in Homer for Hewlett
Insurance.

He enjoyed writing auto insurance, home-owners

insurance, fire insurance, and health insurance.

But when he

felt comfortable in the work, he became bored so he once
again quit his job.

He next became a dispatcher for the
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Marine Pilots in Homer.

He worked there for five years.

This job was important in that it eventually led him into
becoming a healer:
I worked twenty-four hours a day, seven days a
week I was on duty. And then I had a week off.
It was a one-person office. There was [sic] two
dispatchers and whoever was on duty had to do all
the paperwork, all the billing and all the banking
and all this sort of thing. At night I had company
radios in my bedroom. The ships would come in at
night and I would have to get up and take care of
them during the night. It seemed like they
deliberately planned their arrivals to be every two
hours. Have a ship at 11:00, another at 3:00,
another at 5:00, another one at 7:00. I found that
I was suffering from lack of sleep and not being
able to take care of my paperwork.
I was making
all kinds of mistakes in my banking.
We Were doing
probably five or six million a year gross. I mean
we're talking about lots of money then.
And my son, of all people, when he heard my
problem, my sleeping problem, he brought me some
books on self-hypnosis. I got to the point where I
could put myself to sleep in five minutes and I
could wake up five minutes before my ship was due
in without an alarm clock. That opened a lot of
interesting doors. Now, why? Why does this work?
How? What's happening here? I think that was
probably a beginning for me. For this whole thing
I'm doing now.
Epperson was fired from this job in 1979 after giving
notice that he was considering retiring.

The significance of

this job to his healing was not, then, related specifically
to the type of work but to the sleeplessness he experienced,
his son's subsequent advice to use self-hypnosis, and finally
to a woman named Norma who introduced him to the idea of
bioenergetic healing.

The combination of these three

situations created the necessary climate in which Epperson
became amenable to experimentation and change.
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Emerence of a Healer
Health-wise I was having some problems.
I had
arthritis, bursitis, whatever you want to call it,
in my shoulders. I was having trouble sleeping at
night on top of ships. I was in pain all of the
time. While I was--when I was getting behind in my
paperwork, I ran across--I would hire temporary
help to come in and help me with the typing and the
billing and stuff like that. This lady that I was
using was very good and she knew the business.
I
got to know her pretty well. She needed more work
so Mary at City Hall come up needing some help.
So
I sent Norma down to see Mary and she kept a fulltime job with Mary.
In the meantime, Norma was attending some
workshops and was really impressed one day with a
massage. She took a massage workshop over the
weekend. Mary at the time was suffering migraines.
She had migraine headaches quite a bit. One day
when she had a migraine at work, Mary suggested
that she come home with her. She said, "I think I
can help her headache with the massage technique I
learned. Mary said, "Great, and while you're there
would you see what you could do with Jack's
shoulders?" So she called me up and told me what
was going on and I was game for anything because it
was painful.
While Norma was working on my shoulders I
could feel this energy in her hands.
I questioned
her about it but she didn't really know that it was
there.
She says, "That must be what they were
talking about in a T'ai Chi class that I took."
She said they tell her if you rub your hands
together you can get that energy moving and you can
stretch and compress it.
You can do all kinds of
fun things with it.
When she left I started fooling with that and
I discovered I could feel it. It was there.
It
was definitely there
I had to have it.
I was
sitting back with my hands back of my head watching
TV and the backs of my hands got sore like they
were sunburned.
It was this energy that was doing
it.
It bothered me.
It felt like a sunburn.
I
called up Norma one day and I said, Norma, I'm
through playing with this.
How do I turn it off
now?" She really didn't know. But a day or two
later Mary had another migraine.
Norma called me
up and she says, "Mary is coming home with a
migraine. Put your hands over her eyes and see
what happens." So I did and within five minutes
her migraine was gone. Awhile later she come home
with indigestion and I put my hands on her stomach
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and five minutes later she was ready for dinner and
then Mary sent her friend up.
After he started with Norma, Epperson began studying
books and listening to tapes as well as listening to anyone
that would talk about healing.

He and Norma decided to have

an open house at his home one night a week and have anybody
interested come to discuss not only healing but any aspect of
the supernatural.

They continued this for two years.

The

success of these weekly meetings points to the fact that
enough people in Homer were open to alternative healing
methods to create a position for Epperson.

The meetings were

invaluable in helping him express his feelings:
JE: People would show up and, maybe different
people every week and we'd just share ideas and
what they've read and what I've read and what
you've read. We'd just sit down and talk about all
of these things. I think that was one of the
greatest ways I had of digging into all this stuff.
Other people's experiences and what they heard and
what they had read.
JT: Did you get a pretty large group of people
here in Homer interested in this?
JE: Oh yes, in Homer here? They probably won't
admit it but I'd say at least half the people in
this city.
JT: Well, it's one of the smallest towns I've ever
known that was able to support a homeopathist. So
I figured there's something here. An interest
here.
JE: It's not particularly putting allopathic
medicine down, but it is just the realization that
there are other choices. The people here are
willing to gamble and investigate and find out
about these other methods.
From that first encounter with Norma, the initial
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treatment of his wife, and the subsequent meetings in his
home,

Epperson began his career as a healer.

As is often

true within the folk tradition of healing, he did not
blatantly advertise his role, he did not actively solicit new
patients, nor did he seek to gain any renumeration for his
services.
hands.

He never talked about the feeling of energy in his

His ability to heal and his role as a healer was

spread in the small community of Homer simply by word-ofmouth.

He insisted that he has never sought fame or local

renown for his healing.
Epperson also never invites someone to enlist his aid:
I make everybody ask to come to see me.
I
never invite anybody. I do this for several
reasons. First off, I am not looking for credit,
publicity, or anything else.
I hate that. -3ut
when a person has to get on the phone and call up
and ask for an appointment, that's probably one of
the hardest things that person has ever done
because this is strictly an unknown to them.
They don'c know who I am. If they're
strangers they don't know what they're getting in
for and from my point of view, though, when they
get on that phone and call me they are making a
commitment to themselves. They want to get over
whatever's wrong with them and that's ninety
percent of it. If a person really wants, on a real
deep level to get over whatever's ailing them, that
makes my job easy.
You've already done ninety
percent of it. All I have to do is convince you
that you can do it.
Jack Epperson does not feel that he was given a choice
to become a healer, but rather that it was something bestowed
upon him.

His goal is to encourage people to heal themselves

and to realize that they have a healing ability within
themselves.

He believes that nobody can heal another person;

there is no such thing as a healer but that every person
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heals themselves.

His role then is perhaps to facilitate the

natural healing ability each person carries by unclogging
blocked energy channels in their bodies.

Epperson admits

that people do call him a healer, but feels it is the only
available term.
As a healer, then, Epperson has not learned how to turn
someone away who enlists his help.

When a person is hurting

something within him makes him want to help that person.
From a logical standpoint, Epperson explains his belief in
energy healing by going back to high school physics, and the
realization that everything in the world is made up of atoms.
Along with the basic principle that matter is made up of
atoms which have a nucleus around which electrons evolve,
Epperson has formulated and refined his theory of health and
illness from several books that he has read.

He goes on to

explain:
It's like our solar system. OK, this one man,
this one physicist in a book I read, he says, "If
you could enlarge the nucleus of an atom, say a
hundred billion times so it's as big as a grain of
sand, and you could do the same with the closest
electron revolving around that, then you could take
that nucleus, it would go in one end of a football
field and it's the size of a grain of sand. The
closest electron would go on the other end of the
football field. [There is] that much space in
every atom where there is nothing but energy
keeping it all moving.
Now, if you could take every nucleus and every
electron and every atom in the human body and
compress them all into one lump, you wouldn't be
able to see yourself. In other words, you are pure
energy. Now, from another source, in fact, the
Chinese, with their acupuncture, for centuries and
centuries, any illness, any pain that you feel in
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your body is nothing more than that the energy is
being blocked. It's not allowing it to flow, for
whatever reason.
Energy has got to be moving all the time. It
cannot be still, it has got to move. So the
Chinese with their acupuncture learned that by
increasing the energy in certain points of the body
would remove the blockage of whatever it was
keeping that from flowing. And that's why
acupuncture works.
The idea of flowing energy and that illness, pain and
trauma is a result of blocked energy is the basis for
Epperson's work.

He believes that you can block energy flow

with negative thought, with an injury, and with pain.
almost like breaking an electrical wire.
wire, electricity cannot flow.

It's

If you break the

Anytime the body receives

trauma, instinct closes that area down and will not permit
energy flow.

The only way to release the flow is to

completely relax.

Therefore, in a deep state of relaxation

it is possible to prevent pain and reduce the trauma.
Although Epperson read a great many books to arrive at
these ideas, it is essential to his role as a folk healer
that he never received any formal training, and, indeed,
feels that formal training would have ruined his natural
ability.

His skill was manifested in a hyper-sensitivity to

the energy within a person's body which he feels with his
hands:
When this first started I was so sensitive
that I could feel your aura. I could go over your
body, oh, maybe four or five inches over your body
and my hands would know exactly where you were
hurting, and where it was needed. And I thought
that was pretty interesting, pretty neat.
I'd have
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a person lay down on the couch and I'd go over
their body and I'd say, "What happened here?" "Oh,
I broke my leg there ten years ago." I could pick
that up.
Then people heard about that and they started
coming to me for diagnosis. I'd find something
over their liver that . . . "Oh, what's wrong with
me? Am I going to die? Have I got cirrhosis of
the liver? They wanted me to tell them all what
was wrong with them and I didn't want that. So I
quit doing that. As a result, the sensitivity has
really decreased now.
Jack Epperson believes that this sensitivity and energy
flow can be developed by everyone.

It simply takes a big

change in our basic thinking and overcoming the resistance
within our culture.

The biggest obstacles, he -says, are such

questions as: What are my friends going to think about me?
How am I going to live in this community?
looked on as an oddball, as a weirdo?

Am I going to be

"I had to get to the

point to where I could care less what they think about me.
didn't ask for any of this.
here.

I

I didn't ask anybody to come

I don't care what they think about me.

think about me that's important.

It's what I

That's all the training you

need."
Although Epperson insists that he had no training he has
read a vast array of books, listened to dozens of tapes, and
attended workshops and lectures.

He said that books helped

with the basic philosophy of what alternative healing is all
about and in accepting reincarnation.

He adds that most

healing books are simply another person's experiences of what
happened to them.

One book entitled Joy's Way, however,
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impressed Epperson greatly and was written by a medical
doctor named Dr. Joy.

The book tells about Dr. Joy's

transition into an alternate field of healing and contains
three rules for any healer.

Epperson abides by these rules

in his healing and outlined them as follows:
1.

The first rule is to make no comparisons.

Because

each person is unique it is not possible for any of us to
compare ourselves with each other.

"What happens with you

may never happen to me, but it's not what I need, it's what
you need.

When we begin comparing ourselves with others, we

are in effect putting ourselves down but we feel ineffectual
in the face of the other person's abilities and
accomplishments.
2.

The second rule is to make no judgments.

we do in life is what we have to do.

Whatever

Because no one can

fully understand what it is to be in another person's body on
both the emotional and the physical plane, it is improper to
judge.
3.

Put down the need to understand everything.

Some

things we will never understand because we do not have the
mind or the capability of comprehending certain matters.

We

need to accept and still be curious; want to understand but
not make understanding our ultimate goal.
Epperson has inculcated these three rules not only into
his healing philosophy but also into his worldview.
apparent dichotomy exists in his inability to accept

An
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organized religion because he refused to accept teachings
that insisted on faith and his acceptance of reincarnation
without direct evidence that it exists.

Epperson explains

that organized Christian religion insists on acceptance of
faith based on a literal translation of the Bible but that
his belief and faith in reincarnation is based on personal
intuition.
as a healer.

The issue of faith also exists in Epperson's role
People come to him with credence in his

capability to perform a healing ritual that will restore
their bodies to a state of harmony.

Epperson feels that it

is not necessary to trust his method of energy, healing in
order to effect a cure and makes a point of not asking his
patients to accept him on faith.

However, it is their own

faith that keeps bringing people back to him when distressed.
As a young boy required to take the responsibility for
his family's welfare, to a fighter pilot in World War II,
and finally a pioner in the Alaskan wilderness, Jack
Epperson had the security of his own strength to develop his
belief system and to act on those beliefs without the social
acceptance of others.

His early adverse experience with the

Jehovah's Witnesses left him with a questioning attitude
about spiritual matters that eventually led him to forays
into the supernatural.

Finally, alcoholism, job loss, and

social ostracism led Epperson to explore himself and
alternatives to his lifestyle.

Having found a natural

ability to heal, he found what he had been looking for; selfrespect, social acceptance, and a function in his community.

CHAPTER THREE
JOURNEYS INTO HEALING AND THE OCCULT

As Epperson continued to increase his knowledge about
healing through personal experience, books, and more frequent
curing episodes, he opened up to new ideas outside his
immediate milieu.

As others developed their faith in his

healing ability, he began to view himself as a. healer.

This

gradual shift began to shape and form a new life for him and
Epperson immersed himself in knowledge related to religion,
healing, and the occult.

Whereas conventional medicine is

restricted to formally trained professionals, folk medicine is
the common property of everyone in the culture and training
can occur anywhere.

While scientific medical knowledge is

transmitted through formal training, written publications and
professional symposiums, folk medical knowledge is transmitted
through oral tradition, alternative publications and
grassroots workshops.
Epperson next entered into a phase of intense
instruction.

It was at this time that he met the woman who

would become his mentor and affect both his life and his
healing philosophy more than any other person.

Patricia Sun

took Epperson on many spiritual, physical, and educational
journeys through which he would expand and define his beliefs.
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and practices.

Sun was instrumental in developing Epperson's

philosophies and methods in healing.

It was she who

convinced Epperson to travel to Egypt with a group she formed
in order to become more knowledgeable about the ancient
healing rites and passages in Egyptian mythology.

Epperson

taped the sessions conducted by Sun in Anchorage which
changed his life and turned him toward healing.
This workshop training was important in the development of
his professional image, of his role as a curer, and of his
place in society.

Epperson explains his early exposure to

Patricia Sun and the monumental effect this meeting had on
his life:
A friend of mine brought me a tape that she
had taken off the radio at "New Dimensions" on PBS.
She brought me this tape of an interview with
Patricia Sun. When I put that tape on my machine,
I could feel her energy through her voice. I mean
it just went right to my core. I could feel it and
I was so impressed that I sat down right after I
listened to that tape and I took her mailing
address down and I was in the process of writing a
letter to her office. I wanted to know when her
next workshop was going to be and where it was
going to be because I was going to attend it. I
didn't care where in the world it was, I was going
to be there. She made that much impression on me.
As I was writing this letter, a friend of mine
came to the door and said, "This came from the Post
Office. I got this in the mail today." It was a
flier that Patricia Sun was going to be in
Anchorage two weeks from then. So I threw my
letter away and I got on the phone and I called
this place in Anchorage and got all the details. I
sent them a check in the mail so I could be there
and everything was taken care of.
When I went to Anchorage I wanted to ask this
person, Patricia; I had two questions I wanted to
ask her. One question was if I could talk her into
coming to Homer. I would love to have some time to
talk to this person. I thought, well, if she's
lecturing all over the country maybe she could
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spend a day of vacation and come down and relax a
little bit. And the other question I wanted to
know is where I could go to study, to learn what
she was talking about.
When I went to this workshop, it was in the
auditorium at Alaska Pacific University.
I guess
it seats about five or six hundred people. I got
there early so I could sit in the front row because
I wanted to get her and ask her these questions
when she was through. Along toward the end of the
workshop, she was talking, walking around and she
looked at her watch and she said, "Uh oh, I'm going
to have to start cutting this short. I've got a
plane to catch in an hour. I'm due to give a
workshop." I think she said in London the next
day. So that answered my first question. Then she
walked right up to the edge of the stage and she
looked me right in the eye and she said, "You don't
need a teacher. You don't need a guru. Everything
you need to know, you already know. All you have
to do is quit resisting and it will come out."
That answered my second question. That was pretty
hard.
On the way out, there was a person to take
your name and address to get on their mailing list.
She had a monthly newsletter she was sending out.
So I got on the mailing list and when I got home I
called her office and asked them to send me a tape
of the Anchorage workshop which I still have.
I couldn't wait to play that to hear her tell
me that. But it was not on the tape. It was not
there. It was not there. That was pretty mindblowing. I talked to several other people who had
similar questions answered that weren't on the
tape. Somehow she was getting through to us
telepathically. She has this ability. She never
prepares for a workshop. She picks up what the
audience is questioning, what they want to hear.
Then she takes off from that.
When I got home, I got on her mailing list and
right off the bat there was a newsletter that came
through saying that she was going to be a presenter
on a tour to Egypt in two weeks and I wanted to go
to Egypt with her. It was billed as where they
were going to follow the path of the Initiates.
Epperson's first exposure to Patricia Sun was replete
with "supernatural coincidence," mental telepathy, and an
unspoken familiarity between the initiate and the master.
His subsequent journeys with her refined his belief in
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supernatural and mythological events which he believes began
in ancient Egypt.

Keith Sherwood describes the Egyptian

connection to healing in his book The Art of spiritual
Healing stating that hermetic philosophy, which relates to
alchemy and other secret lore, originated in Egypt and was
given to humankind by Thoth, the Egyptian God of Wisdom whom
the Greeks later called Hermes Trismegistrus (Sherwood,
1987).

Epperson also believes that this magical power began

on the Nile River with the Egyptian gods and is the center of
the earth's energy.

He explained the same ancient rituals

and philosophies as contained in Sherwood's book although he
has never read it:
If you can visualize the Nile River as a
healing vertebrae and this ancient culture built
temples along the Nile. These temples were put on
earth energy points. You've heard of lay lines and
energy nodes and energy vortexes? Well, these
temples were built on energy vortexes. They were
constructed out of materials and shapes so that
each temple would resonate with a different chakra
in the human body.
C-h-a-k-r-a. The Initiates of that period
would go to these temples until they would open;
until that chakra would become very pronounced.
They could open and close that chakra at will.
They knew the energy frequency of that chakra. It
may take them a week in each temple until they
fully understood that chakra. The crown chakra
which is the top of your head was the Great Pyramid
at Giza. This was where the final initiation would
take place.
It is called the Great Pyramid. It is the
oldest pyramid; the biggest pyramid. All the
others are copies of this one. It was the
original. The Egyptian agitqa of the Dead tells us
that the Initiates were required to fast for thirty
days and then they were taken into the King's
chamber in this pyramid. In this chamber is a
granite sarcophagus which is just an open box
carved out of solid granite. It's just big enough
for a person to lay down in with your head to the
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north. Your sixth chakra is directly under the
apex of the pyramid.
When this Initiate was in there they locked
him in. You can still feel the earth--a big
earthquake jammed this stone slab. But there's a
slab there that's probably a foot thick at least
and probably four feet wide and eight feet tall
that's in grooves in the wall. It was meant to
raise and lower. On the inside I reached up there
and it was perfectly smooth-. On the outside
there's a handle there to pull it shut. He was
locked in there for three days and three nights.
They tell us that many died while they were in
there. Many came out mindless, they went insane.
Those that survived and came through it were
masters. They experienced life after death.
After fasting for thirty days, your energies
are so high, so sensitive, that they were strictly
in a meditative, deep meditative state for these
three days and three nights. The man Jesus went
through this. Moses went through this initiation.
Plato. The Pharaohs all went through this
initiation process
In Egypt.
What fascinated me was that this tour that I
went on with Patricia was designed to go through
this same process as near as we could duplicate it
in this day and age.
Epperson continues by portraying his peregrination in
mythological terms in which he literally and symbolically
travels a maze emerging as an enlightened disciple or
initiate of the ancient rituals.

The detail which he

lavishes on his descriptions illustrate the powerful impact
this trip had on him and how his exposure to and belief in
the occult became solidified.

He also lends credence to his

accounts by quoting some of the teachings of the well-known
psychic, Edgar Cayce.

In the following transcription,

Epperson did not hesitate or flounder in relating his
memories of the trip although it had taken place eight years
prior to the interview:
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There was one temple and it was a place near
Giza. It was about twenty miles from Giza and it's
called Saqquara. To me that was the highlight of
my trip. This is the site of what they call the
Step Pyramid. Instead of going straight up smooth,
it goes in steps and it was used as a tomb for one
of the Pharaohs, King Zozer.
Edgar Cayce tells of the Atlantians who were
into genetic engineering. Through mythology we
hear of the sphinx, we hear of the Satyr we hear of
the Minotaur. We hear of all these half-human,
half-animal creatures. Legends usually have some
basis of truth somewhere in the past. Edgar Cayce
says that the Atlantians in their latter days
became so decadent that they were fooling around
with genetic engineering and they created these
half-human, half-animal creatures to use for slaves
to do all the menial things that they didn't want
to do themselves.
Saqquara actually was the temple that Edgar
Cayce was talking about. According to Edgar Cayce,
the pyramid and the temples in that area were all
built by Atlantians after Atlantis was destroyed.
This temple at Saqquara was what he called "The
Temple Beautiful." It was designed as sort of a
teaching hospital for that era. It was nothing but
a healing temple. When I went there, it was all
fallen down but there was a wall that was probably
a hundred feet long that was standing. The
building around it had all collapsed. In this wall
were little cubicles. They were probably three
feet wide and maybe three feet deep and maybe six
feet tall. Just a little indentation. There were
seven of these in this wall.
As you walk into this little cubicle right at
head height there was another stone missing just
right at eye level. It was probably a foot square.
Just a hollow there. To get into these cubicles,
you had to walk through sort of a maze to go down
this wall of stone six or seven feet tall. You'd
go down, you turn a corner, and you come back, and
you turn a corner, and you go down and turn a
corner, and come back in order to get into this
cubicle.
Every time you walked in to turn a hundred and
eighty degree corner, there were carvings on the
wall and they were all different. Sometimes there
were two, three, five, six, or seven of these
figures carved and in every case there were
different carvings. There were none the same.
These, they say, were tuning forks to get your body
prepared for what you were going to experience when
you got to this cubicle.
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Well, I stepped in this first cubicle and I
could immediately feel this rush of energy going
through my body. Just almost like you stepped on a
hot wire or something. Just feel this electrical-like a charge going through your body. Not only
that but I could hear it. It was audible. I
stepped in this thing and immediately there was
this wu-wu-wu-wu-wu. This sound. I thought they'd
brought the bus in. It was sitting out there
idling, you know. I stepped out to look around and
it disappeared. I stuck my head in again and there
it was. That was fascinating. Besides feeling
this tremendous flow of energy you could actually
hear it with your ears.
On this first tour to Egypt, Epperson went as a novice
and as an initiate into the ancient rites.

He had, however,

already established himself as a healer in his own mind and
had been using his hands on people before he went.

He did

not want anybody to know that he had this healing ability
because he was afraid it would take away from his enjoyment
of the tour.

In many folk medical systems, especially

shamanism, a healer is not given the choice of whether or not
to use his or her ability but is directed to do so by
supernatural forces.

The capability to cure is a gift given

for the betterment of humankind, must not be taken lightly
and offers status in the society.

Epperson once again found

himself cast in the role of healer.

While he may have felt

some frustration in losing his freedom, he also felt pride in
his ensuing designation as the group "doctor".

He describes

his emergence as a healer on the trip in the following
conversation:
JE: It happened that the roommate that they
assigned me wore contacts and that heat and dust
got to his eyes so he'd come home at night just
miserable. He couldn't see without them. He
couldn't see with them He was in misery. The one
time I volunteered myself, I said, "Well, I think I
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can help you if you'll let me." He was grateful
and I worked over his eyes every night when we got
home and he went through the whole tour with no
problems. It happened we were on a train one
night, sleeper coaches, and we were going from
Cairo to Aswan, and it was hot always. We had our
door open to get all the air we could and I was
working with his eyes, and here came the tour
leader; the lady who organized it all. She opened
the door and looked in and she said, "What are you
doing?" He told her. Then she said, "Well, when
you're through there, come down to my apartment,
I'm at so-and-so and I need your help too." From
then on I was hooked. I had to put this lady to
bed every night.
Then every temple we went to that affected a
chakra, everybody in that tour came down with an ailment
in that area of their body. That impressed me
tremendously, you know. How come everybody came down
with stomach problems when we . . .
JT: Would it be a different ailment, or just the
same part of the body?
JE: Same part of the body. It could be the same
ailment or it could be a different ailment. For
instance, when were at the temple that was the
fifth chakra, everybody there had a sore throat
including myself. I lost my voice. I got
laryngitis. That is thirty people with thirty
throats I had to work on that day.
JT: And why is that? Why would it affect the body
that way rather than in a more positive way?
JE: Because it's a new experience. Your body has
never experienced that before--that energy surge in
that part of our body. And it reacts, tenses up.
JT:

How many of these temples did you go to?

JE: We went to lots of temples; probably twenty or
thirty of them. They weren't all designed
specifically for the chakra bit. Some of them were
memorials to different Pharaohs. Anyhow, that was
pretty impressive to me that this so-called theory
was not a theory, it was real. These temples were
all decrepit, and they were all piles of rubble in
a lot of cases. But the energies were still there
and it still affected everybody even if they didn't
know what they were doing; didn't understand it.
So that did a lot to me for proof, if you will.
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JT: So whether someone believed in the possibility
in that happening or not, they would still get the
sore throat.
JE:

They would still get the sore throat, yes.

JT:

So it had nothing to do with belief.

JE: Belief had nothing to do with it.
It was
physical.
It was there. That solidified my own
theory, my own belief system because I was called
to work with these people. Even Patricia came down
with dysentery. Pretty interesting.
It is clear that this trip to Egypt did much to confirm
Epperson's belief system especially regarding the occult and
his function related to it.

It also enhanced his feeling as

a productive human being in demand as a healer.

His

professional image was formulated, intensified, and more
clearly defined when he found himself in the company of
people who not only needed his healing power but also
validated the same beliefs that were disregarded in his
community.

Epperson's life was transformed both by his new

knowledge and by his ability to change disease into good
health.

He began the trip as a neophyte and emerged as a

wizard in the healing art.
Returning to Homer, Epperson had the needed selfassurance to practice his healing openly.

He became known

among many residents of the community as a healer with
special knowledge, by other members as an eccentric old man,
while the fundamental Christian population regarded him as a
threat to Christianity.
Two years after his return from Egypt, Epperson was
contacted by the community college to find any notable
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figures who might be willing to come to Homer and lecture for
a health fair.

He gave them Patricia Sun's name and she

accepted the invitation.

The workshop she gave in the local

gymnasium with Epperson's help was picketed by these
fundamentalist Christians.

This group passed out literature

to everybody who went in and they had several people in the
audience as hecklers to ask questions subverting Sun's
message.

Epperson told her to go ahead and "Give them both

barrels!"
It was at this time that Sun told Epperson she was going
back to Egypt and wanted him to travel with her once again.
"If you go back to Egypt with me," she said, "I'll guarantee
all the time you want at Saqquara."

So he went a second time

to verify the feelings and impressions he experienced at
Saqquara on the first trip.

In 1982, then, he returned to

Egypt realizing that the real reason he had to return was to
meet another person:
This other person I met was the one that I had
shared a previous lifetime in this temple at
Saqquara. This is where I get to the part about
the Atlantians and their creatures that they made
out of animals and humans. Apparently in that
lifetime which is probably, two, three, four or
five thousand B.C., way back; apparently I was a
minor heal'ng priest in that lifetime. Not a bigwig, just a flunky that did these things. This
person that I met in Egypt was one of those
creatures that I was supposed to be working with.
There were probably two life times because in
one life this person was part lion and part human.
That part of that second trip was the only thing
that was really notable.
It was a woman. When we went to Saqquara with
Patricia like she promised, she took the tour over
to a tomb under a pyramid that had been opened up.
I left the group and went immediately to my wall.

58

To my healing wall because that's why I went back.
I had to experience this again.
It was there just
like I remembered it. It was no different and it
relieved me so much that I wasn't going crazy; that
it was real.
The purpose of that cubicle was to heal
whatever was wrong with you. Apparently the priest
would take you to whichever one you needed for that
particular thing. I'm sure they didn't let the
public run in and out like I was doing. I'm sure
there was some kind of ceremony that went with it.
This was the remains of a building.
It was
out in the open when I was there. The building was
all collapsed. There are thousands of tourists
there all the time. Of course, all this tends to
dilute the energy. The energy tends to stay where
they are and you add new ones to it and it dilutes
it and changes it. After I went back to this wall
I knew that everything was still there. I went
back and sat in the bus to think about all this,
you know, and wait for the rest of the group to
come back. They started straggling back two and
three at a time and I looked up and here was this
Chinese woman walking down the bus.
I looked up and she looked me right in the eye
and she said, "You can help me. Would you come to
my room when we get back to the hotel?" She gave
me her room number. I said, "Sure." So I went to
her room and she and her husband were there and she
laid down on the bed and she said, "Would you run
your hands over my body? Would you scan me?" I
went over her body and every place my hands were
her body would start shaking under my hands. She
says, "I have these seizures where my whole body
starts shaking like that and I never know when
they're coming. I could be walking down the street
and it'll start. I could be in the store and it'll
start." She was so concerned about it that she was
afraid to leave her house. She didn't want them to
lock her up in an asylum somewhere. She knew it
was something to do with the energy blocked in her.
It turned out she had been a natural psychic
all her life and she somehow picked up that I could
help her. I worked with her everyday on that tour
on different parts of her body. We'd go in and
she'd lay down and I'd say, "Well, let's see where
the first part is today." Maybe her ankles, maybe
her waist, maybe her shoulders, maybe her head.
I would hold her until it quit shaking. The
next day we'd go in and I'd touch her ankles and
I'd go up to her knee, maybe they'd be shaking. Or
maybe it was her hips, or maybe it was her
shoulders. We worked everyday the two weeks I was
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there. We got her whole body in pretty good shape
except for her head. Her head would still twitch;
her scalp. She and I had to go back to this
Saqquara healing wall. We went back there, oh,
four, five, or six times. We'd hire a cab and he'd
take us out there; the three of us. Her husband
would stand guard at the entrance to keep the
tourists out. She would get into this cubicle and
she wanted me to stand at the entrance. This is
going to be hard for you to- accept but her face
contorted so that she actually looked like the lion
that she was. She'd roll her lips back like a
snarling cat or animal. Her hands would become
claws and she'd just scratch at this wall and she'd
make the most horrible noises. Sounded just like
an animal. It was uncontrollable. She couldn't
control it.
When she was in there this is what happened.
She asked me not to touch her, but to stand in the
entryway until this went through her. It took two
or three hours each time. One time she was a lion,
another time she was a hawk. During this lifetime
I had become as this practitioner. I had become
discouraged and given up on this creature. "It's
not working, I can't help you no more. You are on
your own." I walked away from her. Out of
frustration and rage she killed me as a lion.
Ripped her claws and ripped my throat out. Then
she killed herself. We both had this same
experience; this same vision. It was so real for
us. It was a knowing. We compared notes later and
we both had the exact same feeling. This was, to
me, my proof of another lifetime.
After that tour, I came home and she called me
at home and said she still had some more to work
out. So I went back out and I stayed with them for
two weeks in Berkeley, California.
She arranged a reunion for everybody on the
tour to get together to talk about Egypt and their
experience but I stayed on for two weeks with them
and worked with her daily. We thought we had it
all worked out and when I came home a year later
her husband called me and wanted to know if I'd
come back again. He said, "She's still got some of
this that needs to be worked out." So I went back
and spent another three weeks working with her.
Here again she went into these same animal
contortions and screams. By trade she practices
acupuncture and by training she's a
psychotherapist. She prefers to use her
traditional Chinese medicine to modern therapy. It
was interesting. She was on her table in her
acupuncture room, and of course it was hot in
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there.
It was about 10:00 or 11:00 in the
morning. The windows were all up with the streets
out there with people walking up and down. Cars
were going by and here she's laying there screaming
like a lion and I'm sitting there [laughter], "Hope
the cops don't come." [Laughter] Her husband came
running in, closed the windows, and he said, "I
know it's impossible but let's see if we can keep
it a little quieter." Course the next-door
neighbor right across the driveway . . . [laughs]
but nobody said anything.
Epperson still maintains contact with the woman in
Berkeley by monthly telephone conversations.

She and her

husband had recently visited him for two weeks and he states
that they have remained very close friends.

As a result of

this experience in Saqquara, Epperson believes in the concept
of reincarnation and lives his life according to the karmic
principles inherent in that creed.
At this point in the interview having conversed
extensively about his beliefs in the supernatural, his
contact with other persons with similar convictions, and his
resulting role as a spiritual healer, I asked Epperson how
his wife, Mary, accepts all of this.

He promptly answered

that she thinks he is a little crazy although she doesn't
come right out and say it.

Mary Epperson's main concern was

how the small town of Homer would react when Epperson began
to espouse his newfound knowledge.

He relayed the following

conversation the two had on the subject:
Well, when all this came about she said,
"Well, now that you have found this energy, what
are you going to do with it?" I don't think it's
very practical. You can't practice here in town.
You can't do this sort of thing here. What will
people think about you?" I told her at that time,
said, "Well, to me this is something I've been
searching for all my life.
I says, "I think I've
finally found what's been lacking in my life. I
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intend to pursue it regardless of where it leads
me. This is the most important thing to me there
is." She says, "Well, what about me?" I said,
"You're welcome to come along." I says, "Don't try
to stop it because this is my goal in life now."
So we came to an understanding and she has never
given me any trouble with it.
Prior to his two trips to Egypt with Patricia Sun,
Epperson was in the experimental stage with his healing and
his beliefs in the occult.

Up to this point, he did not have

to identify himself within the parameters of his community
because he had yet to acknowledge the extent to which his
life was transformed

After these journeys there was no

returning to his prior life.

It was at this time that his

assimilation back into the mainstream society where he had an
established persona began.

His insistence on the veracity of

his beliefs and practices began at home.

Telling his wife

that he now had a new goal in life was the beginning of his
changeover from a quiet elderly citizen to a maverick in the
metaphysical arts.

Most societies tend to set healers apart

whether in academic medicine or in alternative healing
systems.

Some differences, whether in economic status,

behavioral patterns, or social positions are routinely
accepted.

When specific case histories such as the ones

communicated to me by Jack Epperson are unusual in regard to
the healer and his behavior and occur in unusual
circumstances, then there is more likely to be some societal
isolation.

Because Epperson was adamant in his new beliefs

he had less difficulty accepting the inevitable ostracism
than did his wife.

She has adapted to his new lifestyle by
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disassociating herself from his practice and most people view
her as the more stable of the two

Epperson concedes her

disassociation by never conducting a healing session while
she is at home.

Patients are asked to leave before 5:00 p.m.

at which time Mary Epperson returns home each day from work.
As a healer in the folk medical tradition, Jack Epperson
acquired his special knowledge firsthand through a mentor and
developed his ability from experience in healing
relationships which were then passed on by the oral
transmission of case studies.

In a break with tradition, he

also received training from written publications in both
conventional and alternative medical systems as well as from
workshops provided in his community and in Anchorage.

This

phase of intense instruction led Epperson into a totally new
lifestyle and worldview causing a break from his past
relationships with his peers and his family into a new stage
of spiritual and emotional development.

CHAPTER FOUR
CASE STUDIES IN HEALING

To strike out onto a different path from one's peers
does require specific motivation from both the healer and his
or her patients.

The folklorist Michael Owen Jones speculates

that the relationship of case studies to curing can be found
in determining these motivations and in so doing more fully
understanding healing within the total context of human
behavior:
What, then, is the relationship of this and
similar descriptions to curing? To be considered
are the following possibilities: as a source of
information for historical studies of curing, as a
form of therapy, as the data base for describing a
tradition of healing and for determining the
motivations of healers and their patients, and as a
source of insights for understanding more fully the
nature of human thought processes and behavior.
(Jones, 1976, P. 304)
Like his patients, Epperson was equipped with a plethora
of case histories which affirmed both his effectiveness and
his ability as an alternative healer.

He related many

incidents as a form of therapy to convince his patients that
they had healing power within themselves while other episodes
were recounted to offer reassurance that a cure through the
energy flow from his hands was a viable possibility.

Many of

the incidents he recited from the past for some reason had
striking or unusual qualities in regard to Epperson and his
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behavior; or in regard to the patient who usually responded
in unusual ways to his healing method.

All of his case

histories offer insight into the nature of human thought
processes and behaviors when faced with the tenuous position
of being in physical and emotional peril.

The first case

involved a close friend who was also a respected businessman
in town.
BUD UMINSKI'S KIDNEY FAILURE
Did you ever hear of Bud Uminski? You know
June Uminski, Uminski's Department Store? Bud was
one of the first people that I worked with. We
used to go up to our ranch house on cross:country
ski trips and I'd start a fire there. We'd have
coffee and whatever. But I never was really close
to him and I heard one day that Bud had kidney
failure and he was in the hospital in Anchorage on
a dialysis machine. Apparently they decided the
only way he could survive was to go to Anchorage
twice a week to get on the machine. So he and June
went Outside and took the training and rented a
machine and installed it in their home and she
would give him his dialysis treatments every other
day.
Well, I went up just to see him one day
because we had been skiing and everything. I
thought it was the thing to do and he was kind of
interested in what I'd been doing. He says, "Well,
how about let's see what we can do about my
kidneys." I says, "OK." Over a period of about
three months we got his urine output from zero up
to a cup a day. He was so excited about that. He
also had severe arthritis. He couldn't walk. His
knees and ankles were all swollen in the joints and
so I'd go over there spend a couple of hours
everyday with him working over his kidneys and with
his knees and ankles.
Of course, most people, the minute I touch
them, they go to sleep. They just totally relax.
Zonk out. I'd leave him sleeping every time when I
was through. His wife, June, wasn't too keen on
all this, you know, a bunch of hocus-pocus. But
she put up with it because Bud insisted, "It's
helping. It's helping!" She could see the urine
output building up and he was getting hetter. In
fact he was even able in the summer to go out and
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work in his garden. He got to a point where he
could put his walker aside and just go out and walk
with a cane. He had a little stool and he'd weed
his garden and get some fresh air.
This kept up for about a year that I worked
with him. The next summer he was feeling so good
that he decided to go spend the winter in Hawaii.
They made inquiries and found that there was a
dialysis machine he could use at the hospital
there. They spent six weeks in Hawaii and he came
back and he was in terrible shape. His urine
output was back to zero. He was having trouble
with his arthritis. He couldn't get around. So we
started our daily sessions again and one day I went
to see him and of course we did a lot of talking
about reincarnation, about death, and life--and one
day I went to see him and he says, "You won't need
to come anymore." He says, "This is the last
time." I said, "Bud, that's great news!" He says,
"I'm so happy about it!" He says, "Next time I
come back, I'm going to take better care of the
body I get." He was ready to die. He died that
night in his sleep.
Oh, that was a great experience, especially
him knowing that he was ready to die; that he was
going to die and he was at peace with himself.
This case, which occurred after Epperson's first trip to
Egypt, was unusual in the severity of the illness, the final
outcome, and in regard to the healer and his behavior.
Obviously, Epperson felt strongly that although unable to
perform a cure, he did greatly improve the quality of
Uminski's life.

As the only factor that was different in

Uminski's treatment in Hawaii, the absence of Epperson's
healing hands can be attributed to the worsening of his
condition.

This case was important in establishing Epperson

on solid ground in Homer as a healer.

Uminski obviously

perceived himself as seriously ill and was able to accept
many different approaches to his treatment.

By utilizing

Jack Epperson, he began the process of assimilating
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Epperson's healing system into the community.

Epperson

stated that Uminski probably told a couple of people and that
right after that he had to start scheduling his time:
I started out taking one person in the morning
and one person in the afternoon. I would spend
four or five hours together and then I got too many
for that so I started cutting it down to two hour
sessions. I could take one in the morning because
I had to let Mary have her house once in awhile. I
usually don't start until 10:00 in the morning.
That gives Mary time to get up and get her things
done and I try to have the house free by 5:00 in
the evening so she can come home and have the house
back.
Last winter, I was seeing up to thirty,
thirty-two people a week. I go seven days a week
and if I'm full in the daytime I make house calls
at night.
The relationship of the description of Uminski's case to
curing helped Epperson describe his own practice in a
historical context and places him firmly within the history
of folk medicine. The story also served as a type of therapy
shielding Epperson from the emotional impact of Uminski's
death.

The third relationship between descriptions of past

cases and curing delineated by Jones is their use as a source
of information about the healing method and the various
factors that motivate healers to assume this identity and for
patients to accept an alternative healing system.

As in Bob

Uminski's story, the following memorates all have elements of
the unusual, they all help determine the relationship between
curing and the motivation of patients in seeking
alternatives, and each offers some information about the
source of the therapeutic method used.

Several such factors

are involved as both the healer and the patient assume their
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identities within the healing relationship.
THE RUPTURED COLON
I was working with a man who was right on the
verge of having a ruptured colon.
They told him in
Anchorage that if they didn't remove his colon
within the next two weeks, he was going to die.
Scared the poor guy to death. They wanted to put a
bag outside of him for the rest of his life. He
said, "I'll die first." He's still healthy,
kicking, working. Funny thing, I was pretty sneaky
but I talked him into a seven day juice fast and he
didn't even know he was fasting.
AS
Brenda came with asthma.
It must have taken
probably a couple of months before she threw away
her drugs. She still carries her little crutch.
But she was taking pills and I don't think she has
taken those for at least a couple of years now.
BREAST CANCER AND PAIN
This lady called me, came here, and she'd had
a radical mastectomy--both of her breasts were
removed. She'd had a tumor removed for her pain.
She came to me after treatment, radiation
treatment, for lymph nodes in her groin, in her
hips, and it had spread throughout her body. She
came to me with one request. She said, "I know
that I can't get rid of this but anything that
would help the rest of my time be a little easier
would be appreciated." So I used to go down and
work with her every morning on her hips, her groin,
and wherever. She wasn't able to walk when she was
released from the hospital and it took probably,
oh, a couple of weeks when she was out walking with
a friend. She was walking a mile a day or so. But
she wasn't ready to be cured. She had already
given up on that so I wasn't able to help her with
that attitude.
SERIOUS BURN
I had a lady come one night who was wearing a
short-sleeve shirt. It was in the winter and she
was putting a log in the furnace and she put her
arm against the furnace door which is very hot and
she had a very deep burn on her arm. She called me
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up about 9:00 one evening and wanted to come see me
and of course she came.
That was a horrible
looking thing. This was right when I was first
starting this.
I said, "What do you want me to do
with this? She said, "I want you to hold it." I
said, "You want me to put my hand on it?" "Yep."
So I sat there and held her right on that open sore
for about half an hour and after awhile she said,
"Well, I think that's enough." She got up and
pulled a wool sweater on over it, no bandage, drove
herself home, called me the next morning and she
said, "Well, it's not sore.
It's a little red but
it feels pretty good." Within a week it healed up
without a scar.
I saw her everyday and I don't
know what--second, third degree burn. I don't know
which is worse.
But this was deep, it was charred.
VAGINAL INFECTION
I had a young woman who was a friend. She
didn't even live here, she came with a friend who
had a sore on her leg that we were working on.
She
was very interested. She sat there and watched
while we worked with it and she said, "I wonder if
you could help me?" I said, "We'll try!" She
didn't tell me what was wrong with her. That's
when I was scanning her body and I scanned her body
and I said, "I'm sorry, I can't feel anything wrong
with you." She said, "Well, I have a vaginal
infection." It worked.
I have several women I'm
working with now who have lumps in their breasts
and it seems to be helping them too.
I'm sure
they're not malignant.
Epperson believes completely in his ability to cure even
the most fatal illnesses but accepts his patient's choice to
seek conventional medical help.

He usually, however, has no

knowledge of what other measures his patients are taking to
cure their illness unless they are compelled to tell him in a
healing session.

He feels it is not his concern to become

involved in decisions that each person must make in regard to
his or her own health.
All of the above memorates represent a belief system
which accepts the possibility of at least relief and often a
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Common to all these case

cure based on faith and magic.
histories is a miraculous cure.

A colonectomy is avoided, an

asthmatic is able to throw away all of her drugs, cancer is
thwarted if not conquered, a serious burn is eradicated in
one day, and a vaginal infection is cleared.
and ceremony in all of these.

There is drama

One is reminded, although on a

more subtle basis, of the "cripple" in faith healing services
who throws his crutches on the ground and walks away shouting
praises to the healer.

An inherent safeguard against failure

is the healer's ability to treat the cause rather than the
disease.

There are no actual scientific medical demands made

on Epperson.

It is only his duty to bring about inner

harmony between self and body thereby restoring a sense of
balance and ease between the patient and his or her function
in society.

He contends that, "I would never guarantee

anything with anybody because it's not me--it's them."
"Among faith healers, it is axiomatic that flaws may reside
in the human agents of the disease but never in the
theological premises.

Indeed, their premises harbor a

disclaimer that serves to fault the disease but never the
premises," (Barnhart, 1988, p.6).

Epperson, then, is the

medium through which his patients can attain the spiritual
balance resulting in good health.

He consistently ascertains

that once a state of balance has been achieved the patient
can become the guardian of his or her own health and can
realize their own inherent healing ability.

CHAPTER FIVE
CURING ROLES AND SHAMANISM

While alternative medicine is viewed by many as a
subculture, conventional medicine often views it as an
unwelcome deterrent to effective scientific medical practice.
As more and more people turn to alternative strategies in
maintaining health and curing disease, however, many doctors
are now looking at the popularity and apparent success of
alternative healers.

While many curing systems such as

acupuncture, Japanese shiatsu massage, and shamanism are
considered non-traditional in the mainstream culture, they
are deeply rooted in the tradition of other countries and
remain active in those cultures within the United States.
Other practices such as iridology which maintains that the
eyes are the windows to health, reflexology which manipulates
areas on the feet to treat the rest of the body, and
bioenergetics which involves the exchange of healing energy
between patient and healer, to name a few, are regarded as
more modern "New Age" alternatives to academic medicine.
Regarded in the context of folk medicine, the role played by
Epperson and similar folk healers such as these who employ
non-Western therapies is reviewed by Foster in Medical
Anthropoloay.

When viewed in the universal context of the

need of humans to achieve relief from illness, trauma, and
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pain, most alternative systems, ancient and new, fall into a
pattern of curing roles which may partially explain the
perpetuation of folk medical belief in the wake of modern
scientific medical discoveries.

Foster focuses on the

positive aspects of such healing relating it to the
psychosocial support therapies involved (Foster, 1978).

The

healer's job is to identify the causes of disharmony or
illness and then to channel energy to the patient so the
causes of the disease are eliminated and the symptoms
disappear.

The healer also restores emotional equilibrium

through confession which is also therapeutic and often
contains an appeal to God, nature, the spirit world, or
another higher authority in which the patient is restored to
a state of well-being.
As a vital part of culture, then, the healer plays an
important and dynamic role reaching into all aspects of life.
James Dow has established a universal structure of symbolic
healing which does represent Jack Epperson as evidenced by
the case histories he presented.

Dow contends that the

experience of healers and healed are generalized with
culture-specific symbols in a cultural myth.

A suffering

patient comes to a healer who persuades the patient that the
problem can be defined in terms of the myth.

The healer

attaches the patient's emotions to transactional symbols
particularized from the general myth and then manipulates the
transactional symbols to help the patient transact his or her
own emotions (Dow, 1986).
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Additionally, Foster has synthesized universals in
curing roles which also fit into the pattern Epperson has
established through his dialogue and his memorates.

To

regard the function of Epperson as a folk healer in relation
to these universals not only places him in the continuum of
curers throughout history, it also generates an understanding
of a somewhat new therapeutic technique in relation to
spiritual healing of the past and across all cultures.

The

universals in curing roles include specialization, selection
and training, certification, professional image, expectation
of payment, belief in powers, and attitudes of the public
(Foster, 1978).

After examining these universals in curing

roles, it is possible to view Jack Epperson as a modern
shamanic healer with ties to the shamans of the past.
Historically there has been a basic dichotomy in nontraditional medicine between the shaman or witch doctor who
is highly trained and usually supernaturally endowed, and the
herbalist who learns the curing properties of herbs and
plants from a mentor within the group.

The two systems would

sometimes mesh in the shamanic curing ceremony when a plant
was regarded as having magical healing properties.

The

development of an interrelationship between herbal and
magico-religious healing probably did exist in many American
Indian tribes as illustrated by the maize plant which became
deeply ingrained within the mythology of some cultures.

At

the 1976 conference on folk medicine in California, Virgil
Vogel spoke at some length about the associations among food,
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medicine, and the notion of mystic power.

"To most Indians,

medicine signified a complex of ideas, rather than remedies
or treatment alone," (Vogel, 1976, p. 126).

In Christian

belief the concept of food having mystical power is also
prevalent in the ceremony of communion where bread represents
the body of Christ and wine represents his blood.

In this

belief, however, the bread and wine are not used as curing
agents.
The more recent blending of natural medicine and faith
healing in the past decade proposes that the medicine is used
to indicate power, whether natural or supernatural, and when
effectively joined the two constitute a powerful curing
force.

The therapies involved in Jack Epperson's healing

operate more on the mental sphere and the natural
pharmacopoeia operates on the physical sphere.

In discussing

his treatment of arthritis, for example, Epperson illustrates
this unifying of both:
Arthritis is nothing more than a calcium
deficiency. I'd say that I have more people with
arthritis come here than anything else. Mary has
real bad arthritis, and in my experience arthritis
is nothing more than a calcium deficiency in your
body. The reason we have a calcium deficiency in
this part of the world is that our body cannot
assimilate calcium with Vitamin D which is
sunshine.
I worked with a woman who was very much into
vitamins and herbs and I asked her to research a
good calcium supplement for Mary; one that had the
Vitamin D added to it and she came up with this
formula which the health food store stocks now that
is excellent. Mary can come home in crippling pain
and take two of these tablets and within a matter
of hours it is gone. I can also use my hands to
remove the pain.
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Epperson has specialized in magico-religious healing but
will enlist the aid of natural pharmacopoeia when it fits
into his belief system.

When asked what people call him he

said, "They call me a healer."

To become a healer, though,

he first had to be selected by natural and supernatural means
then trained in the special knowledge and rituals in his
curing system.
In every society, only a few people are believed to have
the skills necessary to cure.

Both western and non-western

cultures believe that supernatural elements can play a role
in determining who will become a healer (Foster, 1978).

As

previously stated, in many non-Western cultures, the role of
the curer is involuntary.

Powers are conferred on the

individual by forces he or she cannot resist.

This pattern

of election is characteristic of most shamans and spiritual
healers.

Wayland Hand places the healing endowment into

three major categories, namely: a gift especially conferred,
one innate in the healer, or one resulting from some unique
condition, a newly acquired status or even random
happenstance (Hand, 1980).
Some circumstances of birth that create a healer are
being born the seventh son of a seventh son, being born with
a caul, or a twin surviving its dead sibling.

A condition

innate in the healer can be certain bodily defects such as
physical handicaps, epilepsy, or survivors of a dreaded
disease.

A healer can also be created by an extreme change

in his or her life, or by having overcome insanity.

The gift
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of healing is in all these cases believed to be bestowed by a
spiritual force.

Anthropological research supports the

theory that there is a common pattern among those who become
healers in their adult life such as: disorder and illness,
often in a period of great stress; a crisis; inspiration,
sometimes in conjunction with mystical experiences, some help
and input by an expert and finally, revitalization which is
stablilized over time provided that some suppport is given.
(Hufford, 1983)

While anthropologists find that pattern

common among shamans from other cultures, little research has
been done to determine the frequency of these Motifs in North
American healers.
As a non-native North American healer, Epperson
certainly fits the pattern described by both Foster and
Hufford.

According to one of his long-term patients, Brenda

Hearnsberger, Epperson experienced an upheaval in his life
that transformed him from, "Very much of an ass.

A red-neck,

limited in thought, very judgmental, very prejudiced, very
involved in material things, and mistreatment of humans and
animals," to a kind and gentle man.

Epperson admits that he

was an alcoholic who experienced unemployment and social
isolation.

The disorder in his life created stress

precipitating a crisis with his job and his family resulting
in a desire to end his life.

This crisis was followed by an

inspiration transforming him into a caring man ultimately
leading him to the support provided by his mentor and friend,
Patricia Sun.

Hearnsberger believes that he is a "walk-in."
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She states that his wife, Mary, also mentioned that she
thought he was a walk-in.

Hearnsberger goes on to explain

what a walk-in is and how Epperosn reached th_Ls
transformation:
The whole theory is that a walk-in comes in,
borrows a body from somebody that no longer wants
to be on earth. It borrows this body, has a
specific mission, brings with it all its spiritual
knowledge--this soul--so that it's able to use its
spiritual knowledge to help heal people, the
planet, impart knowledge of spiritual nature, and
to further the development of humanity on earth.
It appears that Jack might be a walk-in. The
experience is that you see a drastic change in a
personality such that we saw in Jack. Jack was the
first one to tell me he was a jerk. I had heard
from other people through the rumor vine that Jack
was a jerk. That may have been some of my
reluctance to go see him. It was like why would I
want to go see someone that was a jerk, you know?
So I believed that that's the whole thing. I've
only heard rumors that Jack was a creep, a jerk, or
an ass. Prior to this, the only person I ever have
known is Jack, the Master. The Master that
exemplified Christ-like behavior. He became aware
of the healing energy.
As walk-ins go, this other person maybe is
contemplating suicide, is deathly ill and is
thinking about leaving anyway. But rather than let
the body die, this soul says, "Hey, I've got work
to do and I'd like to use this body. Are you in
agreement? You're absolutely, positively sure
you're ready to leave?" Then to the soul, "Yes, I
just can't do it.
Jack was at the point of dying. I asked him
when I read this chapter in a book by Ruth
Montgomery, so this is a pretty recent conversation
we had. I asked him if he thought he was a soul;
if he was a walk-in. Apparently just before
retirement, I don't know if he was drinking
alcohol, but he was almost suicidal. I don't think
anybody really knew this. He was very down in the
dumps and could have easily checked out is the
expression in metaphysical terms.
My own feeling about Jack, and Jack would
laugh because it seems so drastic, is I do believe
that he is Master. He is doing his work very
quietly and very softly because he understands that
by him making an impact with whomever comes to him,
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the change occurs in a positive manner. He knows
that he doesn't have to be out there preaching or
doing any big thing.
I believe he models and
exemplifies his healing energy. I cannot think of
a time--he might have an herb that might work and
he would just bring it. Or, like making tapes, or
whatever, just freely giving of whatever he has.
The only person I guess we could call about
this is Ruth Montgomery who did a lot of research
and reporting on it. I mean she wrote a whole book
on walk-ins. She just became fascinated with this.
This information I guess came through channeling
and her experiences with channeling were sort of
like mine. Is this true? Why does it happen?
Jack is not certain because he doesn't know for a
fact. I believe that his soul vibrates at such a
high frequency, resonates so much higher than most
people, that I think he may as a soul be somewhat
remorseful for the soul that left and feel like
that soul gave up an opportunity--if we're coming
from the belief pattern that to be on earth is a
gift. So, anyway, I believe that that's one thing
that he's hung up on. This is my own belief that
he is just such an advanced soul that his soul
can't believe that another soul would give up the
opportunity to be on earth at this time.
More Western white healers who are engaged in
shamanistic healing rituals try to outdo themselves in a show
of humility and reverence, viewing themselves only as vessels
through which a higher power works, in contrast to most
traditional Indian shamans, who are characterized by
ostentatious dress, dramatic performance, and a showy manner.
(Hand, 1983)

Both Hearnsberger and Epperson's wife believed

that he was a willing vessel through which another more
benevolent soul dedicated to healing entered and took
control.

Epperson certainly fits the pattern of healers in

the white tradition by emphasizing a show of humility.

He

repeatedly stated in my interviews with him that he was
simply someone people could talk to; that real curing comes
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from within each individual, and that he is only the medium
through which inner healing occurs.

At the same time he

insisted that healing energy does come through his hands into
a person's body and will remedy any disease.

He also claims

the ability to heal any disease--even such catastrophic
illnesses as AIDS, cancer, and heart failure.

Whichever the

case, his quiet demeanor, steady reverence, and patient
listening created the "Christ-like" image described by
Hearnsberger.
Foster maintains that, however the decision is made to
become a curer, folk healers usually undergo along period of
training (Foster, 1978).

While Epperson's selection as a

healer was apparently involuntary, his training was selfmotivated and intense.

Once he accepted the gift of healing,

he then went on a quest for knowledge.

Already an avid

reader, his first step was to learn through all available
literature.

He read many books about the occult, healing and

scientific medicine.

His search took him through the popular

writings of Edgar Cayce and Ruth Montgomery, into the realm
of reincarnation, spiritual possession, and faith healing,
and into the writings of medical doctors such as Dr. Irving
Oyle.

He attended many workshops and lectures buying

whatever tapes and publications were offered.

His quest

eventually led him to Patricia Sun and the subsequent trip to
Egypt in which his beliefs and practices became solidified
and refined.

Although he feels he no longer needs to travel

outside of Homer, Epperson continues to study the
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metaphysical world and hopes to form a group of people to
meet on a weekly basis to discuss issues relative to healing
and the occult.

This group of people will continue to

endorse him as both a healer and as an authority on the
occult helping to continue his legacy as an alternative to
conventional medicine.
Folk healers are certified informally through their
patients.

The communication style of the healer, his or her

skills in convincing patients that they have been cured, and
common knowledge between patient and healer are crucial in
determining the healer's effectiveness in maintaining his or
her tradition.

When the healer is validated by his or her

patients, the mythology is maintained and perpetuated through
oral tradition; specifically by case studies.

These

memorates confirm the healer's style, convince others that
healing has occurred, and avow the necessary belief system
inherent in the healing ritual.
Epperson's communication style did much to put his
patient's at ease.
gentle.

His manner was quiet, authoritative, and

As a non-threatening yet powerful force his

established patients felt comfortable in referring others to
him.

The following statement from one of his patients

exemplifies the power of his communicative style:

"I

experienced unconditional love with Jack and total support of
where I am, whether I'm pissed off that I'm ill, whether I'm
absolutely elated that whatever--he always remains balanced
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and totally loving and never judging of that experience where
I'm at," (Hearnsberger, 1989).
In addition to his gentle mien, Epperson is able to
create such a positive feeling in his patients that they at
least find relief and often feel healed after going through
curing sessions with him.

From this stage it is possible to

enter the final step in the healer's certification which is
his or her adherence to and skill in instructing the creed
patients will accept as truth.

In the case of magico-

religious healers such as Epperson, there is a strong element
of the supernatural.

In espousing elements of the occult

with everyday reality, Epperson is able to persuade people in
a complex system of beliefs related to the rituals and
symbols he uses.

These symbols such as the pyramid used by

Epperson, clearly set the healer off from other members of
their communities.

The ritual objects then serve the same

purpose for the spiritual healer as the diploma does for the
medical doctor.

The object verifies the practice and

certifies the practitioner.

Once verification has

transpired, the healer attains a professional image which he
or she must maintain in order to maintain standing as a
viable healer.
Most healers retain necessary aloofness from their
communities.

They are engaged in an activity that is

supernaturally endowed, gained by superior intellectual
ability, or learned by special selection.

To maintain a

professional image they must exude confidence, maintain
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faith, and establish harmony.

Non-western healers are often

thought of as being eccentric by the mainstream society which
does not accept alternative healing systems.
sought after, this image is certainly felt.

While not
Epperson stated

that while he had no negative reports on him personally, most
people in Homer felt that he is "a little weird."

Because of

this attitude he prefers not to insist on a professional
image designating him as a healer but prefers to practice
quietly and unobtrusively with those who accept a conscious
and creative role-playing healing interrelationship with him.
As appointed healers within their society', Indian and
non-white shamans are paid by their patients through some
type of ritualistic offer.

Often if the cure was ineffective

a part or all of the gift was returned.

(Bean, 1976)

Among

white healers, the homeopathist expects payment as does the
herbalist.

The faith healer, however, gives of his or her

time freely believing that the gift of healing was bestowed
upon them by God or another spiritual being.

Although he

spends as much as forty or fifty hours a week working with
his patients, Epperson has never accepted any method of
payment.

To do so, in his opinion, would not only jeopardize

the possibility of a cure, but would also negate his position
as a healer.

His belief is similar to that of many Western

ministers or priests in that he was called upon by a higher
form of being to perform this service and that his reward
will be on a different plane than the earthly one.

At no

82

time is belief in his power as a healer jeopardized by
monetary reward but is sustained through his faith
that healing energy is possible for anyone who trusts in the
possibility.
Most folk healers appear to believe fully in their
ability to cure.

Epperson sustains the conviction that

healing energy is available to everyone who is receptive to
it, who believes it exists, and expects it to transform his
or her life.

His belief in his healing has been reinforced

by the testimonials of his patients as well as by the
significant change in his own life.

Many faith healers are

able to enter a trance-like state while in a healing
situation, and are able to induce a similar state in their
patients.
endowed.

They aver that this power is supernaturally
The following example illustrates the drama that

can occur as the ritual progresses:
Shoeless I stretch out on her table, and she
moves along my body, rapidly pressing, patting,
smoothing. By the time she asks me to roll over,
her voice has deepened and become almost masculine.
Her Irish-Native American face seems to change and
blur, sometimes she looks Asian and male. On other
occasions I've glimpsed something, someone ancient.
I'm never frightened or discomforted. I feel safe
and relaxed and very open to her and the energy I
feel moving through her hands into my body. I
tingle as if every cell is being awakened. I've
felt tension and stress being lifted out and off me
like a heavy blanket. Always I am at peace. At
the end of a treatment she advises you to get up
slowly and not do anything too strenuous
(Gillespie, 1985, p. 58).
The above description which was published in a popular
women's magazine contains many of the same elements as
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Epperson's healing sessions.

He reports physical sensations.

His patients report both physical effects and hallucinations.
Many times his patients fall into a deep sleep he views as a
meditative trance on a spiritual plane.

Affirming these

experiences in almost all of his healing ceremonies confirms
the strong belief in his own powers held by both Epperson and
his patients.

Concurrently, the fact that many illnesses

disappear without any logical explanation has been wellestablished in folk medical research in both the placebo
effect and in the fact that left alone, the body will often
cure itself.

These factors also validate the Power of the

magico-religious healer and subsequently affect the attitudes
of the public toward his or her practice.
While ambivalent feelings often characterize modern
attitudes toward academic medical practitioners, Jack
Epperson's patients hold him in unquestioning esteem.
Medical doctors often exude control and exercise of power
while Epperson gives power to his patient.

While Epperson

recognizes and treats the personal context of illness, many
doctors either do not have time or fail for some other reason
to comprehend the depth of emotional distress even after
their patients are free of the physical ailment and pain.
As far back as 1972, there was research indicating that
more than one billion people went to spiritualists every year
to be cured (Camp, 1974).

A survey conducted on October 23,

1991, by Time Magazine found that sixty-two percent of the
general population among those who have not sought help from
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a practitioner of alternative medicine would consider doing
so if conventional medicine has failed to help them.

Eighty-

four percent would go back to an alternative doctor among
those who hays sought help from a practitioner of
alternative medicine, and forty-seven percent of the
population has already sought medical help from

an

alternative healer (Time, November, 1991, p. 75).
Obviously, the general attitude that healing can occur
by alternative methods has persisted and grown.

Today there

is some evidence that cures can be brought about by
alternative medicine when conventional medicine has failed.
What creates dispute and argument among medical and religious
thinkers is not that it happens but how it happens (Camp,
1974).

This evidence has created an atmosphere of

possibility in the effectiveness of folk medicine and a more
positive attitude of acceptance among the general public.

At

the same time scientific medicine has seemingly undergone an
intentional process of separation from other facets of
culture.

David Hufford contends that this separateness is

very unusual when compared with the medical situation in
other cultures where health systems are related to such other
aspects of culture as religion and artistic express.

Until

this dichotomy of "separate versus assimilated" practice of
medical care in culture is resolved there will be a tension
between the two systems.

At the same time, healers such as

Jack Epperson feel more "permission" now to perform and are
granted that privilege within the mainstream public.
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The universals in curing roles can include the full
spectrum of healers both within the folk tradition and within
academic medicine.

Healing is universal and does occur in

response to illness and injury.

However, because its results

are sometimes inadequate, a great number of different systems
for treating illness have been developed all with the
intention of promoting healing.

Operating on the emotional

or mental sphere, spiritual healing or shamanism involving
powerful supernatural forces which combine medicine and
religion, has maintained a strong tradition throughout the
history of humankind.
By definition, Jack Epperson represents the modern,
white Western shaman.

Shamanism is the traditional religion

of primitive hunting and gathering people native to central
and northern Asia and Europe which came to the Americas in
early migrations.

Shamans have been called many names such

as witch doctors, voodoo priests, medicine men, and psychic
healers.

They all enlist the unseen world of spirits and

energies and employ techniques which incorporate
psychological, religious, and symbolic elements.

Modern

shamans can be found anywhere in the world and include
priests, artists, psychotherapists, teachers and
metaphysicians, all of whom serve to integrate the mind and
the body into a properly functioning whole.

Folklorists such

as Barbara Myerhoff and Lowell Bean and anthropologists such
as James Dow, George Foster and Barbara Anderson agree that
the shaman is usually an unusual individual who has attained
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his or her power from spiritual possession acting as a
mediator between the ordinary world and the worlds of spirits
and supernatural forces in order to correct disease or
injur.y.

In determining who a shaman is, several factors must

be considered including the obligatory nature of the
avocation, the shamanic journey, subsequent integration,
performance and symbols.

Following this model, it is

apparent that Epperson does operate as a shaman in Homer,
Alaska, and is given verification and endorsement as such by
his many patients.
The shamanic vocation is mandatory and one cannot easily
refuse it.

As is often true in other folk medical

traditions, there are generally three ways of becoming a
shaman: by hereditary transmissions of powers; by personal
quest; or by receiving a "call" to cure.

Epperson received

the "call" and underwent the ensuing metamorphosis when a
spirit entered his body transforming him into a healer.

Such

an extraordinary event can accelerate the process and
determine the future course of the shaman's life.

Jack

Epperson's extraordinary event was meeting Patricia Sun and
his introduction to the supernatural world.

From that point

his course was set and his path was clear to him.

As in

Epperson's case the vocation is nearly always manifested by a
crisis, a temporary derangement of the person's equilibrium
and a subsequent process of reintegration; a symbolic death
and rebirth.

Epperson's crisis

Was

being fired from his job,

increased dependence on alcohol, and suicidal tendencies.

He
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was no longer in balance or able to conduct his life.

He

then obtained his healing power by surrendering his will,
entering into an apprenticeship to other shamans, and
devoting his time to instruction and growth.
Epperson then began the shamanic journey which according
to Myerhoff at the UCLA Conference on Folk Medicine, is taken
in three phases.

First the shaman sets forth from the realm

of the mundane, then journeys to the supernatural and
returns.

"Always the passage involves these three

destinations or locations.

His ultimate message is that

there is yet the connection between the world as we know it
now and the world which existed before Creation instituted
the primordial divisions that destroyed the mythical
paradisiacal past," (Myerhoff, 1976, p. 102).
Epperson's journey began from Homer; he then traveled to
Egypt and into the supernatural realm of the pyramids and
past lives.
peril.

His passage was a dangerous one fraught with

The half-lion creature murdered Epperson in his past

life, symbolically representing the death of his present
life.

His entrance into the mythical realm was complete with

the symbol of the maze into which it was possible to get lost
and never return.

At each bend in the maze there was a point

of potential disaster.

He traveled to the edge of the maze

just as he traveled to the edge of the social order in Homer
each time he undertook a new quest.

Having traveled to this

world of reincarnation, mythical beasts, and echoing spirits,
Epperson became a connecting figure able to bridge the
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spiritual realm with the ordinary, thus linking his patients
to the spirits and places in which healing can occur.

At

this point of integration, the shaman provides his magical
cure on a symbolic level.

Epperson's hands transfer the

healing energy he obtains from the spiritual power within
himself.
The transition is not without temptation, however, and a
state of balance must be maintained.

Epperson does not

accept payment for his services because it would jeopardize
his role by placing a monetary emphasis on a spiritually
endowed art.

Similarly, he must maintain his relationship

with the mundane, although the supernatural may appear more
attractive.

Myerhoff confirms that the shaman may not value

the rewards of one world over the other.

"The desire for

wealth and position in the mundane realm and for perpetual
ecstasy in the supernatural are threats to the shamanic
enterprise.

Imbalance is fatal, for it jeopardizes their

precarious position," (Myerhcff, 1976, p. 103).
Maintaining integration for himself and providing
integration and balance for his patients is Epperson's major
concern.

In providing integration, the shaman provides his

macical cure and reestablishes equilibrium in many ways.

He

or she restores physical comfort, a state of harmony, and
often a physical cure.

This balance is preserved by

resolving the state of opposition inherent in the basic
duality in nature.

The tensions which exist when we fail to

recognize and reconcile this duality can result in disease.
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Patricia Sun argues that humans are not comfortable with
tension; that we want good without evil, pleasure without
pain, and light without the dark.

(Sun, 1981)

Because of

our inability to resolve this, the shaman becomes the bridge
connecting these two unqualified forces as they encounter
each other, reconciling them as they teeter on the verge of
chaos.
Shamanistic healing is a dramatic performance.

The

shaman must be instructed in two areas: dreams and trances;
and the traditional shamanic techniques which include the
names and functions of spirits, mythology of
secret language.

the

clan, and

Ecstatic experiences are not uncommon in

the healing ceremony, such as the hallucinations recorded by
Hearnsberger which included visions and rapturous sensations.
The therapy used by Jack Epperson operates in the mental
sphere, and requires some kind of belief in his healing
power.

He is either able to convince his patients directly

that powerful forces have been set in motion to eradicate
disease, or indirectly by allowing them to believe they are
able to rid themselves of any dysfunction.

My interviews

with some of Epperson's patients convinced me that he had
helped them, or, at least that they felt they had been
helped.

Hearnsberger described dramatic cures, and Post said

that Epperson had made her feel better after regular doctors
had failed.

Neither of these women was able to state

directly how they were cured, simply that they were.

Belief
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is the key factor: their belief in Epperson's power as a
healer, their hopes in interacting with him, their
expectation of relief, and the suggestions he gives them for
interpreting the experiences they have in the rituals.
In the healing performance, the shaman helps his or her
patients transcend ordinary reality and enter into another
reality.
alone.

The patient is no longer emotionally or spiritually
In order to extract the disease from a patient, the

shaman may have to enter the patient's body or take the
illness into his or her own body.

In doing this, the shaman

often suffers right along with the patient.

This self-

sacrifice results in an emotional commitment from the patient
to enter willingly into the struggle.

After Epperson held my

neck in a healing session I had with him, he reported that
his hands burned and hurt for a day after the session.

As he

held my neck, he awakened a particular kind of experience in
me.

I entered into a deep state of relaxation and became a

willing participant in the ceremony allowing him to
experience an emotional catharsis with me resulting in a sort
of psychological healing.
In general, shamans do not believe in natural illness or
injury, but rather the underlying disharmony which may be the
cause of it.

For example, a tumor is seen as a lack of

spiritual love, a back injury as a lack of harmony, and
asthma as the result of unrelieved stress.

In Epperson's

case, any illness or injury is attributed to being in a state
of spiritual and emotional disharmony causing blocked energy
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channels resulting in bodily dysfunction.

In treating the

psyche of the individual, the malfunction is removed.
In handling the psychological aspect of disease, the
shaman obtains power from the supernatural using universal
symbols of humankind such as the sun, tombs, fire, and so on
Often these symbols are utilized to enter a trance state
which is aided by hypnotic music, chanting, or dancing.
Whereas many non-Western shamans instituted high drama
through the use of fire, drumming, rattling, singing and
group dancing, the Western shaman is much more subtle,
preferring to quietly enter the supernatural realm with the
patient through meditation and relaxation techniques.
Epperson repeatedly affirmed that a large part of his success
is attributed to his ability to relax his patients, listen to
their problems, and instruct them in self-healing techniques
through meditation.
Shamans are successful.

Their patients do achieve

relief from physical and emotional distress.

Epperson's

success and continued support testifies to the number of
people who believe completely in his ability to cure.

There

is no doubt that people have achieved health through him, but
how frequently, for how long, and of what conditions are
unknown.

It would greatly benefit scientific medicine to

systemically research healers such as Epperson not only as to
method but as to success as well, and to translate the
systems of alternative medicine into something doctors can
approach and understand.

CHAPTER SIX
THE ROLE OF THE PATIENT IN FOLK MEDICINE

Shamanism and magico-religious healing are systems of
symbolic healing performed in a ritualistic fashion in which
both the healer and the patient play specific roles.

As in

all therapeutic encounters, the healer and the patient must
each willingly enter into the drama of the curing ceremony.
"The same close rapport between doctor and patient, it may
be observed, is essential at any level of medical practice,
and one may therefore expect to find comparably close
relationships between healer and patients in medical
situations of all kinds, whether in very primitive societies
or in more advanced cultures," (Hand, 1976, UCLA Conference).
In studying a folk healer, then, it is imperative to study his
or her patients and their involvement in and acceptance of the
healing methods employed.

In this study two patients were

interviewed and their experiences with the healing rituals
utilized by Jack Epperson in the shared attempt to control
disease were examined.

I also became a patient of Epperson's

to more fully understand my subject and subsequently met with
my informants to compare experiences in the healing ceremony.
All interviews including the subsequent conversations with my
informants were tape-recorded with their agreement.
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Brenda Bearnsberger
The first informant interviewed was Brenda Hearnsberger,
a thirty-three year old Homer Junior High School teacher who
has lived in Homer, Alaska, for the past ten years.
Hearnsberger was born September 25, 1958 in Calgary, Alberta,
Canada, and lived there until her mother moved to Houston,
Texas, at the start of junior high school.

She stayed in

Texas through college receiving a Bachelor of Science degree
from Texas Tech in Lubbock, Texas, in Home Economics
Education.

Hearnsberger then moved to Alaska where she has

been teaching a variety of subjects.
Hearnsberger's childhood was upset by her parents'
divorce, her subsequent separation from her father, and
numerous illnesses.

Her stepfather's alcoholism and the

emotional abuse in her family were also important factors in
her development.

Hearnsberger characterizes herself as a

mostly sick child:
Illness as a child, every childhood illness
that you can think of; a lot of accidents.
I think
about falling down on my knees like every child-only every year. Sprained ankles, sprained backs,
chronic illness, asthma. That was first recalled
since five years of age. Being sick with the flu,
allergies as a child. Then moving through
adulthood--just running my hands over, burning
them. Flu, everything that ever came along it
seems like I have had. And at least once a year
being out flat on my back for at least a week since
I can recall. You know, being sick with a high
temperature and such.
Asthma. Not breathing. Accidents. Broken
fingers, hurt backs. When I grew up in Canada, the
doctor was right behind us so he made a lot of
house calls. So a lot of things were nipped in the
bud because he was right behind us. So I'm sure
that he prevented a lot.
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I think I was probably sick. I think my
mother thought that I was well and so there was a
lot of denial around that. As a child I lived with
my grandparents. My grandparents were the ones
that always dealt with my illness. When my mother
remarried, it was my father that would finally say,
"Why don't we call a doctor?" It was never my
mother. That was when I was very, very ill.
As an adult this pattern of poor health continued concurrent
with numerous accidents:
I have had asthma. I have done something
every single year since I have been an adult:
running my hands over, knee surgery. I have had
every flu that has come along. Feeling poor, not
being able to go places because of allergies and
asthma. So yes, I have not been as healthy as I
would like to be as an adult.
In McCarthy [Alaska] you can go over a glacier
on a trolley. Anyway I ran my hands over--just
wiped them open and exposed everything. It was
pretty gory. Yeah, quite a few accidents. We
don't have enough time for this to go on.
I know my mother was really reluctant to give
me any kind of medication and drugs. I believe she
was in denial about my health because she is
physically well. Very healthy. Never been sick
but maybe had the flu twice in all her life and
she's fifty. So that's been a real challenge. So
I believe that has impacted my own belief that we
don't have to have medications and there's other
ways to deal with it, accepting it and then moving
beyond it after I accept it and just coming to
realize it. (Tape-recorded interview, Hearnsberger
and Tracy, Homer, Alaska, July 8, 1989)
Because illness has been such an integral part of
Hearnsberger's life, she has developed a complex and abstract
system of belief in the causation and perpetuation of
disease.

Frustrated with the apparent inability of academic

medicine to help her, Hearnsberger began to try alternative
healing systems such as acupuncture, homeopathy and
Epperson's treatment of holding her ankles and directing
channels of energy into her body.

Her new direction in
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healing was preceded by the development of a belief system
which maintains that we choose our own reality.

Her

definitions of health and illness also reflect this new
direction in thinking:
Well, if my whole belief system, which is
that we are here on earth to grow, to grow in our
soul work--this is the only place in the whole
universe that we have the lessons. I sort of see
earth as a school. To have the opportunity to be
on earth is a privilege because we can accelerate
our learning faster than we can anyplace else. So
I believe I chose asthma as a way of learning
perhaps about the concept of suffering which comes
into religion; seems to be an issue throughout
religions--the concept of suffering. And perhaps
as an obstacle for me to learn and overcome.
Health is a balance of physical well-being:
spiritual, emotional, and mental. You are able to
live in the moment freely and experience it.
The first thing that comes to mind is things
I've read about disease. Disease. It is when
things are out of balance. Things that aren't in
harmony with your total being using Doctor
Elizabeth Kubler-Ross's model with your physical,
your emotional, your mental, and your spiritual
health. Things are not in balance. They're not
harmonious.
I believe now, looking back on all of these
accidents, it was because--the expression would be
that Jack might use--I wasn't centered. I wasn't
balanced. People would describe me as like holding
on to balloons. The expression I might come up
with is that my soul was not physically in my body;
that through use of denial, through growing up in
alcoholic family abuse, that I had learned to
escape my physical body and sort of hung onto my
soul. You have to at least have the feet and the
head in order to be counted to be on earth. So I
believe that I wasn't centered. I wasn't focused
and the accidents happened because I didn't pay
attention. I didn't listen to my intuition, my
high self, my inner knowingness. Most of them I
could have prevented as I think back on them.
The premise that illness is caused by an imbalance in
one's psychic and physical being and can then be restored by
a healer directing energy into the body has been documented
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in folk medicine research.

This belief can be viewed as

rational and as a result of logical thinking.
cause confusion.

It can also

In Richard Dorson's Nandbook at American

Folklore, David Hufford wrote concerning this dichotomy:
The rational-irrational distinction is just
as problematic. For example, there are those who
argue that illness may be caused by an imbalance or
inadequacy of certain kinds of energy, that some
healers have the ability to collect or focus that
energy and then heal by laying their hands on the
patient and allowing that energy to pass through.
Such a position is rational in that it can be
logically derived from a few basic assumptions
(Hufford 1983, p. 307).
As Hearnsberger admits, however, being rational is not
necessarily the same as being correct.

She states that a

controversy regarding these beliefs and the dichotomy between
rationality and actuality exists in her belief system.

"I'm

in a quandary because I believe that some things we do create
and we don't pay attention.

So right now my own health,

looking at asthma, yes, some people have said that I create
it.

And yet, If I'm dealing with this new belief system that

we create our own reality, then I'm in question of it and I
wonder what it is."

This holistic view of health also enters

into the spiritual realm and often flows into the
supernatural.
Hearnsberger's religion is intertwined with her beliefs
on healing and both contain elements of the supernatural.
Growing up in a family that eschewed organized religion, she
had the freedom to explore non-traditional avenues of belief.
Epperson validated and strengthened these convictions and
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Hearnsberger threw out the more sanctioned ideas of
mainstream society that she had been considering.
As old beliefs are discarded, whether individually or
within a society, new beliefs must often replace them.

This

basic tenet is true in both religion and medicine, and the
two may become intertwined, as in Hearnsberger's case, in
which a blend of science and magic results with one
validating the other:
I first got initiated by my friend, Sarah
Kinsey, whose family has been very involved in
metaphysics throughout her whole life. She's heard
of channelers and spiritual things that aTe just
coming in the forefront because Shirley McClaine
has brought a lot of this to the forefront. Sarah
felt very comfortable with it. Her family is of
Russian descent and if you look into the Russian
descent, this whole thing of metaphysics has always
been present in their culture. It hasn't been
shunned. So she felt far more comfortable with
this whole thing of the unknown. I think that's
why I was reluctant initially. I didn't understand
the loving and all-knowing, a positive, supportive
God that has given us everything we need to work
with; all the tools.
I felt that Western medicine really shuns
anything that can't be explained. All that I've
read, all that I've seen on dealing with cancer.
There's all sorts of wonderful books about the
power of positive thought, creative visualization.
Anything I've read that--they've been trained that
if you can't touch it, feel it, or see it, they are
not real. But they're not real in the sense of
science-sense.
I believe that cancer is a lack of spiritual
love.
It's like an anger--the lack of our balance
in our life spiritually. That we've lost touch
with our nature--with that inner spirituality. For
instance, I have an interesting bruise that has
shown up since April of 1989, and it's apparently
on what's called a lung meridian in acupuncture.
It's very unusual in that it's dark purple and has
a white inside and it has changed from red around
it to dots on the inside. Medical physicians
cannot explain it, the acupuncturists have never
seen it, some people have made jokes that it's
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UFO's, it's like, who knows?
Jack and I talked about this bruise. If
there's energy lines--he may have talked about
chakras? It's also near a place of a heart chakra
which is one of the higher soul growths as we're
opening these. It also could be the pattern of
what a chakra might look like. Well, we've
discussed this whole process. Now if I was fully
into where I was, I probably wouldn't have had a
biopsy. I probably would have known very clearly
that it was either my chakra's opening, or lung
meridian, perhaps a combination of both. So I
believe that cancer is a lack of spiritual love. I
do believe technology and science have some
validity.
Explaining this need to develop a new philosophy in
the wake of modern technology, John Camp wrote in Magic,
Myth and Medicine:
Many of the old beliefs have died, it is
true; few people today really believe that sickness
can be transferred to an inanimate object or to an
animal to effect a cure. But other beliefs have
arisen in their place, often due to an incomplete
understanding of modern medical thought. Science
and research are moving so fast, in fact, that only
the specialist is capable of understanding what is
happening and specialists are notorious for their
inability to explain their findings to the layman.
Only vaguely aware of their implications, the
ordinary man retreats to the safety of superstition
and magic (Camp, 1974, p. 108).
Superstition has also been strengthened by
disillusionment with orthodox religion which began in the
1960's and has gained momentum in the 1980's and 90's.

Many

people today either have no firm convictions bound in
organized religion or have regarded an adherence to
traditional religious beliefs as a blindness to the infinite
possibilities in the spiritual world.

Hearnsberger, lacking

any formal religious training, was open to any manner of
magico-religious healing justifying her emerging belief in
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the occult and alternative methods of healing as progressive
thinking which is permissible in her community of Homer.
This combination of factors coupled with chronic illness and
a particular propensity toward accidental injuries,
eventually led her to Jack Epperson:
I actually heard about him through his wife
because his wife knew me through the arts. She
also knew that I had a chronic illness and had
observed me in much turmoil about my illness. She,
in fact, had suggested it. I was initially very
reluctant. Although I was spiritual, this whole
concept of going to what seemed to be a healer-I was very reluctant to go by myself. Then a
physician in town whom I felt very comfortable to
tell him what I thought if his diagnosis was right
or wrong, left. He left me in a whole quandary
about the whole issue of health.
I had been looking at alternatives and trying
to think about, well, people had mentioned
homeopathy. I'd read about it, heard about it. I
wasn't sure what I thought about one hundred
millionth parts to something to work as a healing
form. I didn't know about that.
When this whole process initiated, I was with
a friend. We were in dance class. I was not
feeling well. Wondering what I was going to do
because my physician was leaving Homer, I felt very
comfortable with. She said, "Well, how about going
to see Jack?" It's like I don't know if I could go
by myself. She said, "Well, I don't see any reason
why you can't. You've probably already met him."
So my first exposure to Jack was through a friend
who was in dance and for my birthday present, she
physically went with me to Jack's house. I met
Jack the very first time. At that time Jack was
meeting with people three times. He felt like
three was very important; that the people were very
committed and that they'd come to his house for
healing just three times if they were going to
continue to see him. He felt like after three
times, if it worked, if you felt the energy, or if
you saw a change, or if there was an experience
that then that would be appropriate for you.
As shown by the manner in which Hearnsberger initiated
healing with Epperson, folk medical practice is transmitted
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within the community from one person to another and the folk
curers represent an esoteric concern for members of a group.
It is not a commercial business, but rather a way of life and
of thinking.

In insisting on the number three to establish

the relationship, which Hearnsberger admits "Is a significant
number: the trinity; father, son, holy spirit; id, ego,
superego; high-self, low-self, middle-self," as a basis for
determining commitment to the healing process, Epperson
begins the ritual by establishing the ground rules and by
limiting his clientele.
Entering into a patient/healer relationship with
Epperson began the complex process of social interaction
precipitated by the crisis of Hearnsberger's illness and
established by specific expectations.

As in all culturally

determined social interaction, both Epperson and Hearnsberger
had to determine clear ideas as to how they should behave,
and in which setting to perform the healing ceremony.

When

expectations and behaviors are congruent, and mutual
permission is granted to perform, the relationship is
satisfying and the way is made clear for healing to occur.
When it is incongruent, one or both of the parties must
determine to end the relationship or to admit defeat in the
healing process.

In the following dialogue, Hearnsberger

delineates the process of establishing the same close rapport
between herself and Epperson as in any doctor/patient
connection and describes the result when both participants
willingly enter into the ensuing drama:
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BH:
I started out with Jack--we just talked.
He
asked me if I wanted to feel the energy and he
eventually held my ankles.
When we talked, at the
time I had something diagnosed by surgery called
endometriosis.
I had been experiencing a lot of
pain.
It's when the endometrium sloughs off and
places itself in the abdominal cavity in places
that are not natural for it.
It's very painful and
uncomfortable.
I felt like that was something that
was tangible that I could work with and cculd see
the difference.
Well, between September and June
when I went for my appointment we worked on
endometriosis.
Some of the first experiences that are very,
very interesting is I would walk into the house,
Jack would talk to me, we would talk for awhile.
He would sit down.
I would sit in the chair.
There is a pyramid above the chair which I think is
very interesting.
I've gone back only once really
since we've started coming to the house.
He's been
coming to the house for a long time for me.
We just worked with my ankles. That was all
we worked with.
I just needed something that I
could feel, touch, see, and know I could change.
The very first sensation I felt when he held my
ankles the very first time, which is always present
now, is sort of like a warm tingling sensation
moving up my legs and through my body. The energy
moved very rapidly and very quickly.
It just felt
warm and comfortable and cozy. One of the very
first times I had an experience that reminded me of
what might be, like what creation was like.
It was
like a vision--seeing darkness and then all of a
sudden seeing a burst of colors.
JT:

Were your eyes closed?

BH:

My eyes were closed.

jT:

Were you asleep or awake?

BH: The state of consciousness that I moved to is
an awareness of everything that's around me.
Very
relaxed, very calm and yet seeing two things
simultaneously. So if somebody were to walk in the
room, I would always be conscious of what was going
on.
Yet I'm in an altered state. I'm very calm,
relaxed and having my own experiences. But never
once losing touch of what's going on.
I can hear
every clock ticking.
I can hear every bird
singing, every bee buzzing, every bird chirping.
It's all there.
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So this first experience is hard to put into
words because you are in an altered state. What it
felt like visually was the opportunity to see
creation. Blew my mind. Because I really had a
very clear picture that is what it was. And then
sort of seeing the earth and then taking me through
what we would know as linear time all the while
seeing this whole picture. That was like the
second time I ever saw Jack. Having the
opportunity to experience what we would see as
creation. The second time I came I had a very,
very powerful experience.
All the time I felt total love, safety,
never, ever feeling threatened. Feeling this
warmth moving through my body.
The third time I went, I remember I described
my body was in the head of my soul. Because I do
believe we have a soul and I believe that our
physical bodies are just vehicles to borrow. As
the session went on, the intensity of the energy
moving through me was very, very strong. I had-the most I can describe it like was the sensation
of my soul moving into my body, physically into my
body. It's like I moved all the way down to my
fingertips. It was incredible. It was like this
dance of moving into my body and it was incredible.
It was just like being pulled into the body.
Now some of these others are very difficult
to see in sequence as to when they happened. I
don't know in which sequence. There's, as he's
described it, no two experiences are ever the same.
The next thing that started to happen was the
sensation of pulling out energy like energy that
wasn't needed. It was like an elastic band or
rubber band holding on to my body trying, and it
was like, well I guess we would call energy blocks.
We actually removed and could feel like we were
pulling energy out of my body. I would help Jack.
One time we pulled it out my fingertips. I don't
know if Jack could see it or not. I could feel it.
I could feel wherever it was like rooted or grasped
to its root.
We would spend hours and we would just try to
pull this energy out. The closest sensation I can
think of is like if you had a rubber band attached
to something and you tried to pull it out and it
would break. You would have to reach further in
and pull it out until you could actually get it
out. We did this for weeks. Just pulled out what
I would call garbage, yuck energy blocks, whatever.
They would be in different places. Seems to be on
my left side of my body more than my right. There
are some beliefs: ying-yang, male-female, I'm not
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really clear on what that is yet other than that
was a real sensation this pulling and removal of
energy. Sometimes I would just cry and cry and cry
for no known reason. I'd be there ard I would just
start to cry. It would be like an emotional
release.
Some of the subsequent visits after that I
would be at Jack's. So I would walk in and we'd
talk for a little while. I'd generally leave with
a book or a tape of some sort. Something I was
curious about. Maybe I was interested in the soul
that week, or maybe I was interested in pyramids
that week, or some question had come up. Jack
always had a book, always had a tape or maybe he
even had a personal experience that addressed that
particular issue.
JT: Was the second experience with Jack the most
powerful?
BH: It was very, very exciting.
joyous.
JT:

It was, it was so

Did you tell Jack about it?

BH: I don't know if he could see it but he could
sort of feel it. He could see the joy and the
excitement and knew that something had happened and
I, of course, described the situation as soon as I
was able to sort of wake up and share that
experience. I think we were both, when I first
started seeing him, although we were teacher and
student, I think that I was causing him to grow a
lot and sort of share experiences.
Then what started to happen was, the only
thing I can think of that would be a visual picture
to help you, is like a Thai dancer. Have you seen
a Thai dancer at anything? With the arm movements,
the very beautiful hand movements, very intricate
hand movements?
JT:

I don't think so.

BH: If you ever have the opportunity to watch or
get hold of a video of Thai dancing, it's
exquisite. Jack would initiate the healing and the
energy so it would be that warmth going through.
He would move to my temples. The chair would be
laid out, I would move through bursts of colors and
maybe different emotions, perhaps we would pull out
energy, perhaps not.
The next thing would happen was like what
would be a Thai dance. A higher consciousness was
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controlling it. What I believe it to be and it
hasn't happened for a long time, was my high-self
was doing its own healing of my aura.
Jack probably talked about aura--a protective
layer that goes beyond and if it's balanced, we are
also in balance. And it was like a dance--a Thai
dance. Healing, cleansing, moving, removing,
healing, covering my aura. This would go on for
hours. Hours, and hours, and hours. I would be in
an altered state. I was aware consciously what was
going on. Always aware of the clocks. My arms
would never be tired and this dance would go on
two, three hours. Physical hours. Linear time.
As many as three hours, sometimes more, that this
healing would go on.
We moved to my house because Jack observed
that if he initiated the healing, the healing
energy, that then my high-self is what I believe
would continue the healing process. I would go
into this altered state and go on. So we moved to
my house so that I didn't have to be disturbed.
When we started to do that I sometimes would stay
in an altered state for as many as six hours.
I
would sometimes go immediately from healing, which
would be after work, around 4:00, and sometimes go
on through the night. This healing energy would
continue.
I felt comfortable around Jack and so I think
my whole being just felt really safe in that space.
Jack's loft felt safe. The parameters were OK.
What initially brought us to my house was the
lengthiness of my healing. The intensity which
occurred. I was a little uncomfortable with: 1.
Jack giving up his time, 2. Feeling like I was
taking more than my fair share of time. So we came
up with the compromise because Jack felt it was
important that he still did healing with me.
I
felt uncomfortable with the amount of time. He,
after watching me through a few of these sessions,
or more than a few, quite a few, realized that I
was safe and that no harm could come to me.
Because he actually watched every single one of
these movements through three and four hours he sat
with me, he never, ever left my side. When we both
felt comfortable that this was a healing process,
and that no harm was coming to me, and it was
either my high-self, or positive energy that was
assisting me; when we both felt that I was
perfectly safe, harm being a darker energy coming
in--then he left me unattended.
JT:

So he'd just walk out the door?
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BH: Yes, and this would continue for hours.
JT:

So he heals for awhile but he can't cure?

I believe that's the own individual's
BH:
responsibility to cure.
After Hearnsberger's initial contact with Epperson
concerning her endometriosis, she made an appointment with
her gynecologist who, she said, was very pleased with her
progress in combatting the disease.

Although Hearnsberger

needed follow-up verification from conventional medicine, :;he
was unwilling to tell the gynecologist about her relationship
with Epperson.

The tension created when folk medical beliefs

collide with academic medicine is largely due to differences
in diagnostic evaluations, treatment procedures, and
communicative efforts.

Because Epperson abstains from

diagnostic evaluation, treats any disorder in the same
manner, and communicates in a totally non-judgmental manner
without telling the patient to do anything, his procedures
are in direct contrast to a medical practitioner.

A doctor

first diagnoses, then treats in a systematic scientific
manner by prescribing treatment usually involving some type
of chemical drug or surgery, and finally advises the patient,
oftentimes very strongly, on how to manage his or her own
physical well-being.

Uncomfortable with confronting this

dichotomy with her gynecologist, Hearnsberger simply made her
own judgment concerning which treatment was effective and
decided that "channeling energy" was the therapy that healed
her.

In this case, Epperson manipulated the symbols in his
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curing system such as: the pyramid representing the ancient
Egyptian culture, the hallucinations depicting the duality
between darkness and light, and the liquid flow of energy
symbolizing the double binary opposition of wet and dry and
hot and cold which underlies European ideas about life and
health, in order to help Hearnsberger interpret her own
emotions toward both the process and the result.
It is also important to realize the significance of the
medical problem for which Hearnsberger sought treatment.
Women are generally more involved in folk medical treatments
because they are the health caretakers in the family and
contend with the special problems related to conception,
pregnancy, childbirth, and childhood illness more so than
men.

When her doctor suggested pregnancy as a possible cure

for endometriosis, she sought an alternative healing system
in response to the his insensitivity to her needs as a woman.
Although Epperson's practice does not follow the
proscribed scientific method, as a folk medical technique, it
does follow a systematic process.

In most magical healing

which utilizes symbols such as Epperson's pyramid, it is the
healer who dramatizes and projects the mythic world for the
patient.

The patient remains passive while the healer

establishes the mythic world, projects the supernatural realm
and creates the dream or the trance as described by
Hearnsberger.

Epperson utilizes the power of the pyramid and

backs his myths with books, tapes, and memorates.

He views

it all as a part of everyday reality while some may place it
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in a metaphysical sphere and others see it as scientific
knowledge.

In order to effect the healing ritual, Epperson

then follows a culturally established ceremony much as the
shaman of the past and repeats this ceremony in subsequent
healing sessions.

Hearnsberger recounted the following

ceremony practiced consistently by Epperson.
Generally Jack will come over here and the
first thing we usually do is a great hug and I can
just really feel his warmth. It is like an
electricity--that's the first thing. It's like the
best hug you've ever, ever had. It circles all the
way around you. It's just really tremendous. Then
we usually sit down on the sofa and we'll talk for
a few minutes until Jack's hands warm up..
It usually takes me a few minutes to wind down
from school and whatever catastrophe has happened.
So I'll try to get calm. Sometimes I'm not
breathing; I'm tight and I'm wheezy. So, he will
sit there and physically hold my ankles and then we
will talk. We will talk about who we've seen or
how my day has gone. At that point I'm paying
attention to that warm, tingling energy and where
it is physically going. The intensity as it moves
is interesting. It is sort of telling to Jack and
I how I'm feeling. If it's softer and slower and
calmer, it usually means that I am more in balance.
If it's intense and forceful, it generally means
that I am out of balance, I'm in pain, or I'm in
urgent need of assistance.
Then we'll talk for awhile and he'll watch
until he sees my eyes kind of drooping and at that
point, I'm just really relaxed. I start to speak
more slowly. I'm not as intense, my voice calms
down and I kind of start to move more slowly. Then
Jack will move to my temples. His hands are
touching my temples and he'll move them in a
circular motion. Sometimes they'll go different
directions. Sometimes they rotate together. I'm
not really sure how he knows which way goes what.
The energy then moves instead from the top down,
sort of moves from the bottom down. Again the
colors will move in and pretty soon I get more
involved in the alpha state than I am in being
conscious of what is going on.
So I'll follow the color, play with the color,
play with these sensations that are moving through
my body until I feel like my body encompasses the

108

whole space and that there is not an end of a
beginning to me. Often at this point I lose total
consciousness that Jack is with me.
I understand
that he sort of goes on a trip with me. He sort of
goes wherever I go.
Lots of times I'll have a series of visions or
experiences. I haven't learned how to bring those
visions up. Unlike my first experiences; I used to
bring them back with me.
I was so excited I'd just
bring those visions and experiences with me. Now I
just sort of go. I lose total consciousness then
and just go totally into the vision, into the
experience, that altered state and just immerse
myself into it. I'm not cognizant of anything.
I
bounce from vision to vision and experience to
experience. I've done this for enough years that
it's just kind of fun and I can sort of move the
energy and redirect it and it just feels good. My
body feels good.
It feels warm and sometimes it
will move to my lungs and it just feels so nice. I
just feel the energy like sparklers. You. know like
those birthday sparklers? That is sort of how it
feels; how that looks.
Analyzed in the context of this memorat, Jack Epperson's
medicine is supernatural medicine and can be viewed as
psychotherapy in the effect on Brenda Hearnsberger.

As this

text also illustrates, memorates comprise an import,nt aspect
of any folk medical healing system.

Michael Owen Jones

discusses the importance of the quality of "the striking or
unusual" to folk studies especially in descriptions of
medical case histories.

It is useful to relegate these

descriptions of miraculous healing incidents to specific
categories such as supernatural legends, personal legends,
local legends, or religious legends in order to analyze them
in historical and cultural context.

It is also important to

analyze the unusual character of the events in relation to
the healer and his or her behavior, the illness being
treated, the personality of the informant or any other roles

109

or factors in the healing process.

Hearnsberger's account of

her healing episodes are indeed unusual and striking in
respect to the illusory nature of her experiences.

Her

memorates flow together as personal legends into the
supernatural and the religious.

There are certainly

folkloric elements in her vision stories which parallel many
of the experiences described in the shamanistic rituals
recorded in Indian folk medical lore.

Barbara Myerhoff's

description of the shamanic journey in her research with the
Huichol Indians of North Central Mexico closely parallels the
journey taken by Hearnsberger and shared by Epperson: ".
[Mortality--the human condition--is a state of division,
separation, and loss that is symbolically mended by the
shaman when he undertakes his magical flights.

He himself

creates unity and at the same time stands for a continuing
condition of unity between the known and the unknown world,"
(Myerhoff, 1976, p. 100).
In every instance, Hearnsberger starts from the level of
the mundane releasing tension from her day at the school,
journeys into the visionary realm of the supernatural where
she feels she experiences creation, then returns slowly and
calmly sometimes as late as the next morning following the
session.

The healing experienced can be viewed as a

consequence of psychosocial changes in identity and feeling
as a deep state of relaxation is achieved.

The patient's

self-concept and self-value to him or herself and the group
to which they identify are enhanced by the ceremony and the
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intense attention of the healer which occurs in a state of
heightened emotion.

Hearnsberger alternately felt great

joy

and deep sadness: lightness as in dancing and lethargic
sleepiness in an altered state of consciousness.
Hearnsberger's unusual, almost hallucinatory experiences
illustrate the psychological processes in which symbols such
as the pyramid, in conjunction with the structuralized
ritual, affect the mind which in turn affects the body.
"Every system of symbolic healing is based on a model of
experiential reality that can be called its mythic world,"
(Dow, 1986).

In Hearnsberger's case as in most people who

experience healing through a shaman, myth becomes
experientially true.

The patient responds to the therapist's

myth through the interaction in a highly symbolic healing
ceremony.

In the healing relationship a general model of the

mythic world must be agreed upon by the healer and the
patient.

A certair aspect of the mythic world is

particularized by the healer and interpreted in relation to
the patient's problem in terms of disorders in this
particularized segment (Dow, 1986, p. 59).

Hearnsberger and

Epperson agreed that her bruise located on the heart or lung
meridian, represents a possible deficiency in spiritual love.
Her asthma symbolizes a paucity of needed attention and a
desire for warmth and kindness from others which was lacking
in her childhood.

In treating the underlying cause rather

than the symptoms then, Epperson particularizes the segment
of the mythic world in terms of the disorders in psychosocial
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and highly symbolic terms.

Therefore, whether her treatments

cure her asthma is no longer the issue.

Hearnsberger goes to

Epperson because something wonderful happens to her as he
holds her ankles or her head.

Whatever the energy is,

wherever it comes from is not significant.

What is

meaningful is that her body feels more in tune with her
expectations and she gets a harmonious feeling which she
interprets as healing:
Jack, by holding our ankles, initiates cur
own healing. Like calcium, it's able to absorb
that. It's able to initiate what's already there.
It sort of reminds it about our own healing
process. Jack's body is more in balance and more
in tune and clearer than perhaps you and I are.
Because he resonates at a higher level than you or
I do, he is able to initiate and cause my own
healing energy to sort of be put into gear. It's
just like, we know now that if we are supplementing
calcium, it is a good idea to take a natural source
of calcium so the body can recognize the calcium we
are supplementing.
Because of Jack's presence in his own high
resonance, or his own high vibration, this helps us
initiate our own healing process and hastens our
own healing.
We are doing it. It's like he's the
catalyst to make it go.
I know I feel far better when I leave Jack
than when I started. That's an indicator just
there. I've seen tremendous growth in myself since
I've started to see Jack. One great story is a
friend who would watch me, people, like I said
would describe me as just bouncing off the walls.
You can't explain this just by my random behavior.
Finally one friend--we were driving and she said,
"I have to know what it is you are doing.
I have
seen you change and I really like you."
Following Jack's principles which are now my
own, is I don't believe I can just bolt out what's
happened in my life spiritually. I believe that I
have to be asked. Sometimes my life is changing
and it's pretty spiritual relative to other
people's. My friend wanted to know what I had
done. She said, "Like, I've always loved you, but
I really like being around you now. What have you
done?" I started to explain Jack and a lot of
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other experiences that had happened to me; that
they were very powerful expressions and because of
the marked improvements that I've seen, I always
feel better after I leave.
If I'm in pain, doubled over in pain, Jack
has always been there. He has been able to help
take pain away when I've been in excruciating pain.
I know that someday I will get to a point when I
will be able to do that for others. You know I do
it whenever it's appropriate; whenever I'm asked.
There will become a day when I will be able to do
it for others more often than that.
Although Hearnsberger has complete faith in the
effectiveness of Epperson's healing, she states that she
would use him in conjunction with academic medicine, or
traditional Eastern medicine.

This apparent conflict is

resolved by Epperson teaching his own patients that they are
ultimately responsible for their own healing thereby
effectively absolving himself of medical obligation.
Epperson tells his patients that they must do what they feel
is best for their own health.
wouldn't just go to Jack.

Hearnsberger says, "So, I

Jack would never discourage me and

would encourage me also to work with a physician or an
acupuncturist, or all three.

If I was in total balance and

total harmony, I would probably never even need to see one."
Current ethnomedical research does indicate that the
persuasion associated with folk healing may have
physiological and biochemical consequences.

Because

biomedical changes can endanger the reputation of the
practitioner if they are negative, Epperson shares the
responsibility for healing but firmly refuses to become
involved in the decision of whether or not his patients
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should seek additionil medical help.

Because Hearnsberger

does feel he has curative powers and therefore refers people
to Epperson, his healing continues and grows in his
community.

This is perhaps one of the most important roles

patients serve in relation to any folk medical system.

The

following dialogue depicts the power of orally disseminating
belief:
JT:

You suggested that I go see Jack.

BH:

Right.

JT: And then I just didn't go so you became very
insistent. Pretty insistent.
BH:

Uh huh.

JT: In fact, you became so insistent that you set
it up and it was, "You be at my house!!" Why did
you do that?
BH: Because I have seen my own experience of the
way I changed from where I was to where I am now
and how I felt.
And being pain-free even if it is
only for an hour. For instance, before you knew me
I was covered from head to foot in eczema.
Just
covered.
It's like burning inside out. The only
relief I could receive was the time I was with
Jack.
It would take away the itch.
It was the
only time I could relax and was free of pain and
itching or discomfort.
Having experienced pain and
suffering, and to know what it's like to be free of
pain, may it only be for a half an hour or an hour,
that is such a reprieve and such a blessing.
I
knew that you were uncomfortable and in pain.
Because of a few of my stories about Jack, you knew
that he had that energy.
Because illness is endemic in social groups it
interferes with everyday affairs and poses a threat to the
socio-economic balance of the community.

To be successful

then, any culture must develop ways of coping with disease.
In many communities in Alaska the trip to Anchorage to the
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doctor is a long, expensive, and often hazardous journey.
Although on the road system, Homer is no exception and health
maintenance is a vital issue.

In the geographical isolation

of Homer, all available curing systems are evaluated and
utilized in regard to personal belief and acceptance of group
values.

It is true that Epperson works only with women but

not by his stipulation.

In this particular community,

because of the physical and emotional closeness of the
members, many people are uncomfortable in admitting belief in
and practicing Epperson's healing techniques.
The protectiveness inherent among such sUbgroups has
significant ramifications both within the particular folk
medical practice utilized, and also for the research of these
alternative healing systems.

In locating informants to

interview for this study, confidentiality was a priority and
I had to go through an intermediary.

Brenda Hearnsberger

arranged the second interview with the understanding that she
would be present.

The informant asked for strict confidence

in relaying information given to me while in Homer but was
unconcerned about her name being used outside the community.
Susan Post
The second patient of Jack Epperson's I interviewed was
a twenty-seven year old woman, Susan Post.
Anchorage, Alaska, on March 13, 1964.

Post was born in

She grew up with her

mother, father, two sisters and a brother.

The family

remained in Anchorage until 1978 when they moved to Homer
where Post graduated from high school.

After the move from
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Anchorage, Post's parents divorced, resulting in a separation
from her father.

At the time of this interview, Post was

enrolled in the Kachemack Bay Community College and was
working at the local bookstore.
Childhood,
Sue Post grew up relatively free from illness.

She had

all of the common childhood diseases such as mumps, measles,
and chicken pox, but experienced nothing unusual or traumatic
requiring hospitalization.
Post's mother was the primary health care giver in her
family and home remedies were frequently used for colds, flus
and bee stings.

The family was free from illness and a

doctor's care was seldom needed.

The children were

discouraged from going to a doctor for any reason.
As a child Post was strongly encouraged not to
participate in any organized religion and she was forbidden
to take part in church activities with friends.

As a result,

she has decided not to become involved in established
religion as an adult.

Instead, her belief system is based in

the occult and she believes the Christian Bible and the
readings fromn psychics are all pronouncing the same thing.
The difference, she contends, is that people involved in the
supernatural are open to new ideas and suggestions, and those
immersed in organized religion are close-minded and refuse to
discuss alternative belief systems.
Freedom from ordered religion and an absence of chronic
or serious illness resulted in a lack of concern about

116

developing a set attitude about either.

Therefore, Post did

not feel compelled to determine what she wanted to believe in
until as un adult two traumatic events forced her to take
action; a serious injury to her back and her mother
developing cancer:
Mom just discovered she's got cancer. We've
all kind of been doing as much as we can to
encourage her to go through medical--my mom never
believed or had any faith in the medical world and
she hasn't seen a doctor in twenty or twenty-five
years and never encouraged us to go to doctors when
she was young. So now we, as adults, have enough
faith in the medical system right now that we
believe it can help Mom with her cancer and we've
really been trying to encourage that.
Then I put my back out lifting a heavy box.
I couldn't stand up. I couldn't get comfortable.
I don't know what the medical term was but
basically I slipped something out of whack.
I was on an island and couldn't get out for
about two days. When I finally did get out, I did
go to a doctor. I went to the emergency room and
had it X-rayed. A lot of this was for workmen's
comp. I had to do all of that and probably would
not have done it otherwise. (Tape-recorded
interview, Post and Tracy, Homer, Alaska, July 8,
1989)
As a result of both of these traumas, Post feels that
doctors are good but that many people become too dependent on
them especially for minor illness.
I think there's a lot we can do with our own
attitudes to keep and stay healthy and I refuse to
go to doctors for a lot of things. If I see I'm
really stressed out, I've got a really bad cold, I
know the doctor's not going to do me any good nor
is the medicine until I can relax and take care of
myself.
Post defines health now following Epperson's teachings.
She believes that good health is evidenced by energy flowing
freely throughout her body.

Concurrently, she views disease
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as a negative disruption occurring when something is not
going right in one's life and causes pain or illness.

She

sees injury as being a more definite happening when someone
has fallen or has lifted something and injured their back.
Healing is simply the process of helping oneself; to try to
cure in any manner and to become better.
Although Post motivated her mother to trust in academic
medicine, she trusted the care of her injury to Jack
Epperson.

The difference in treatment sought was in the

severity of the dysfunction; cancer being life-threatening as
opposed to the back injury which was a curable trauma.

Her

relationship with Epperson began as a direct result of the
crisis brought on by her injury and a growing belief in and
exposure to the occult; the psychic world.

The following

dialogue describes her initial contact with his healing:
JT:

When did you first go to see Jack?

SP:

Summer of 1985.

JT: Why did you go to him and how did you hear
about him?
SP: I had put my back out and was unable to work
so I came back to Homer and basically for two weeks
did not move out of my bed and I did a lot of
reading. At that time some of my real close
friends here in Homer had gotten involved in a
group called Psychic Horizons and had done a lot of
work with the psychic world. Read a lot of books
on it, what not. Studied the chakras. I had one
friend who offered to do a healing on me and I was
open to it and it wasn't for my back. It was for a
pain I was having in my shoulder. She offered to
do this healing.
I could feel this pain moving out to the end
of my fingers and it was just like, wow, if she can
do this with me with my shoulder, and Jack as well
known as he is, I'd like to see what he could do
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for my back. I still, at that point, had not had
any faith in doctors I think largely because of my
upbringing. Because of my mom. I had a lot of
faith in the whole healing process--in the whole
I don't even know
alternative healing process.
who suggested going to Jack. I had not even heard
of Jack before then and I don't know who suggested
it but it was one of these people.
JT: They just mentioned.to you that you might go
to him?
SP: Yeah. And I think one of them probably even
set up an appointment with him. They might have
even gone up with me. I usually won't take the
initiative. It is just that I'm uncomfortable
around people I don't know in a situation like
that.
JT: Were you uncomfortable with the idea of a
natural healer or the kind of thing Jack did like
holding your ankles? Are you uncomfortable with
that?
SP: No. No. None of that was uncomfortable to me.
Maybe if it was someone other than Jack. I don't
think I would go to a healer in Anchorage. I trust
Homer.
JT: What gives you faith in Jack and his healing
ability?
SP: Now it is because I have been to him and I've
seen the healing. I mean I've felt it. I've gone
through some of it. Back then it was that I was
so uncomfortable and yet so curious. I just
wanted to learn. It was a whole aspect that I'd
never been exposed to and I wanted to learn as
much about it as I could; the healing and the
chakras; about everything. Jack was both a good
healer for me and a good teacher. He was real
willing to talk to me and answer questions.
Uneasy at first, Post became relaxed after the healing
ceremony progressed.

She describes this ritual much the same

as Brenda Hearnsberger and related the following memorat:
I think basically what happened when I went up
there, he had a chair like an easy-boy chair, and
he just had me lay down on that. Then he placed
his two hands under my back where the pain was. I
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remember him being up by my head, placing his hands
on my head. He'd sit that way for a half an hour
to an hour, often for longer. Not often talking.
He'd just sit there. Then when he'd be done with
it, he would make a comment to me about how he
could feel energy moving, or there wasn't much
energy, or whatever. That was it.
I didn't feel
the release that I would if I'd taken a pain killer
or whatever. But I felt better knowing that I
hadn't used drugs.
I would feel warmth and tingling.
I mean,
there again, having someone's hands beneath you
when you are lying there is going to cause warmth,
but there's more to it than that. I remember
feeling real good. Yeah, just feeling real
positive.
Jack is real supportive. He's not pushy. He
never pushed. He lent me a lot of books to read
but he was never pushy about any of it. He let me
believe in whatever I wanted to. He wasn't saying
this is the way and this is what you need to
believe. It's like he would spit out whatever and
whatever I was willing to take in was enough for
him. And I think it's the same with the whole
healing process. He was using a lot of energy to
heal me. But it wasn't going to heal me unless I
was open to it and I understood that from the very
beginning.
I don't even think he said it to me. I
think I just picked that up somewhere. He is just
a real comfortable person.
Post felt so comfortable with Epperson that she
continued to see him for fifteen more sessions.

Although she

does not remember whether or not she talked openly with him
about personal matters, she feels she was able to work out
many problems as a result of her relationship with him.
However, just as Hearnsberger was reluctant to share her
experiences with other people in the community, Post also
felt reticent in admitting to her association with Epperson:
I don't even think my mom knew I was going up
there. I was afraid to tell a lot of people what I
was doing, or where I was going. I had a few
people that I really opened up to and that helped,
but I was reluctant to talk to a lot of people
about Jack.
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I guess it was the acceptance. Not being
accepted. And also, I get real defensive if I
believe in something and someone doesn't and they
try to put it down because I'm not a very good
debater. I want people to have my beliefs. Sc) I
didn't want to have to be defensive about this.
The information given by both Sue Post and Brenda
Hearnsberger not only provides a basis for understanding Jack
Epperson in his role as a healer, but it also follows a
pattern providing predictive value in his healing system.
There are many similarities between the two women concerning
their backgrounds, belief systems, and current lifestyles.
The major difference between them is in the degree of illness
each has experienced.
Hearnsberger and Post share a common biographical
background.

They each experienced a divorce between their

parents and the ensuing separation from their fathers.

In

both cases they grew up with mothers who regarded academic
medicine with some suspicion so a doctor was rarely seen.
Each experienced a freedom from the tenets of organized
religion and were open to alternative beliefs and practices.
As a result they became involved in the occult and adhered to
many supernatural beliefs.

These beliefs coupled with the

trauma of chronic illness as in Hearnsberger's case, or
traumatic injury as in Post's case, ultimately led them to
Jack Epperson.

He became for each of them a healer, a friend

and a teacher.

Through him they formulated their

philosophies of health, illness and spiritual well-being.
Because such folk medical beliefs provide a basis for
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action, they define practices for health and disease
including the nature and cause of disease, the relationship
of sickness to social life, and the therapeutic and
preventive practices used.

Along with Epperson, both

Hearnsberger and Post define health as a state of harmony and
balance, and disease as disharmony and imbalance requiring
the rechanneling of psychic energy.

When Hearnsberger became

chronically ill with asthma she felt isolated often staying
in her home for days.

Post also experienced isolation as a

result of the injury to her back.

Therefore, illness not

only disrupts the individual's life, it causes a disruption
in that person's society.

Neither of these women was able to

continue working or socializing while incapacitated with
their disorder.

The preventive practices they initiated

encircled the realm of holistic health including attention to
spirituality concomitant with Epperson's therapeutic
techniques.
As Hearnsberger and Post became more deeply enmeshed in
Epperson's healing, the beliefs associated with their healing
philosophy penetrated several aspects of their lives.

They

are at ease with the identified "counter-culture" group in
the community but feel some degree of alienation from the
dominant culture even though they both work within that
culture.

Although Epperson's practice depends on oral

transmission and validation, neither Post nor Hearnsberger
feels comfortable telling anyone outside of the "alternative
culture" group in Homer with which they have associated.
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This group meets often to discuss issues related to the
supernatural, to offer support to each other in matters
connected to unconventional healing systems, and to offer
insight and knowledge into any "New Age" ideas and
principles.
Relative to the power and function of memorates to folk
medicine, an analysis of the preceding case studies to curing
offers many insights into current research of healing as well
as supplying analogical data for historical studies.

Both of

these informants stated that they felt their beliefs were
validated by presenting their views in the interview session
and in doing so provided me with the data base I needed for
describing Epperson's healing.

The incentives my informants

provided for entering a healer/patient relationship offered
insight as to possible motivations of mPny people who find
their lives disrupted by illness or injury and became an
important source in my understanding the nature of modern
belief processes and behavior inherent in alternative curing
systems.

Hearnsberger and Post also helped in determining

many possible reasons as to why Epperson has chosen healing
as a way of life.
There is a great importance of such case studies to the
practice and practitioners of academic medicine should they
choose to analyze the available data.

Physicians are best

qualified in crisis intervention but are less successful in
helping patients change lifestyles in order to stay healthy
and often ignore the interaction of mind and body in relation
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to mental and physical well-being.

Some research is

currently underway to translate the effectivness of some
alternative curing systems into something doctors can
understand and accept.

It is well known that some of the

active ingredients in conventional drugs are found in many of
the natural substances which were used by herbalists a long
time ago.

Recently, however, some attempt has been made by

conventional medicine to regard such healing methods as
acupuncture, homeopathy, biofeedback, and holistic medicine
in relation to patient treatment and cure.

Inherent in the

intormation gleaned from the displeasure these informants
felt with scientific medicine is the ability for researchers
to study the psychological processes of healing in such
systems.

Because a healer attaches the patient's emotions to

symbols within a ritualized ceremony and is able to define
illness in terms of an accepted myth, the patient becomes a
willing partner in his or her treatment.

This partnership is

vital in any curing situation and is sadly lacking in the
emotional distance maintained by many doctors today.
Finally, as Michael Owen Jones proposes, specific cases
are often willingly communicated to an interviewer when he or
she is also a patient of the healer.

Not only were specific

cases communicated to me by Epperson as well as Hearnsberger
and Post to inform me about certain details in the procedure
or the nature of illness, but also to persuade me of the
veracity of the treament.

As a researcher, I was both a

curiosity-seeker and a patient.

Entering into the role of
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patient with Epperson served a dual purpose.

First I was

admitted into the small but trusted group of people who were
open to alternative medicine in the community.

My informants

felt secure in relaying their experiences and perceptions to
me within the camaraderie of our common base.

Secondly, both

Hearnsberger and Post felt the need to convince me of the
efficacy of Epperson's healing and therefore went to great
lengths to explain what he does, why he does it, and how it
works.

I, too, experienced displeasure at the emotional

distance practiced by conventional doctors and felt
frustration at the attitude of treating most illness with
surgery or strong drags.

With my informants, I became a

partner in the search for the answer to the prevention of
disease and maintenance of good health.

CHAPTER SEVEN
RESEARCHER AS PATIENT

I became a patient of Jack Epperson's after the first
interview with him partly to become more familiar with
bioenergetic healing and partly due to the insistence of one
of my informants.

I had recently undergone the trauma of

being diagnosed with a tumor in my parotid gland and had
undergone two surgeries to remove both the tumor and all
surrounding glands.

I was, therefore, in the position which

I surmised most of Epperson's initial patients found
themselves; I was frightened by the seriousness of the
diagnosis, traumatized by the physical and emotional pain of
the surgery, and somewhat angry at the professional aloofness
of the medical establishment.

The surgery also caused a

permanent numbness on the side of my face including my ear and
neck.

I was told that nothing could be done to bring back the

feeling in my face but that with time some feeling could
return.

Epperson stated quite definitely that he could

restore all the feeling to my face and neck through several
treatments with him placing his hands on my ankles and then on
my neck over the scar.

My attitude in entering a relationship

with Epperson was that at worst it would not help; at best
maybe some of the case studies I had been listenng to might
be valid.

Unfortunately, I moved from Homer and was unable
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to continue seeing him and it was not possible to verify the
possibility of this occurring.

I was, however, intrigued and

would have scheduled a series of healing sessions had it been
feasible.

My primary consideration in undergoing a healing

ritual with Epperson, however, remained to research and
analyze the phenomenon of his curing.
As a patient I was in the position to experience firsthand the ceremony performed by Jack Epperson, to verify the
feelings and perceptions of my informants, and to ascertain
the effects the ritual has both physically and emotionally.
I was also able to empathize with the concern these women
felt in becoming associated with Epperson and therefore the
supernatural realm with which he identifies.

As opposed to

my informants, I went into the relationship as a skeptic, an
inquisitor and an analyst.

The difference between the

interview, however, and the healing ceremony I participated
in is illustrated by the following dialogue I had with Brenda
Hearnsberger:
BH: What did he do when you first got there today
versus when you went for an interview:
JT:
When I went for the interview it was just
business. You know, I told him, "Do you mind if I
tape you?" I got the recorder and we sat down at
the kitchen table and that was real formal and that
was just business.
I was in control of the
situation.
I don't mean to say control but I was
directing it. He was in control and I was
directing it.
It was my thing.
When I went there
today, he was in control.
BH:

He was the director.

JT:
He was directing it and he said, "Let's go
upstairs."
I said, "OK." Then I went upstairs and
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I thought this is really a neat little room. Just
the room was neat. Books and things--a homey
atmosphere.
I already knew what he was going to do
because I had been at your house that day and he
had held my ankles. So I went up there today with
the idea of just keeping notes. Trying to feel
sensations, just trying to figure out what is going
on. Plus to see if he could do anything with some
physical problems I've had.
First he held my ankles for a half an hour and
we chatted. The whole time we were chatting I was
thinking, geez I wish I had my tape-recorder on.
Because he said some interesting things like . .
that's when he told me that he mainly sees women;
men don't go to him. Many men don't go to him
which doesn't surprise me a bit. He was saying
women that go to the hospital to have surgery will
call him up and say, "Will you please come to the
hospital so when they wheel me out you are right
there and then you can hold my ankles?" .He said
he's not real comfortable with it but he'll do it
every time. He also told me that he has a lot of
respect for doctors but then he made a comment that
surprised me. He said, "Yeah, there I go right
into the stronghold of the enemy." (Tape-recorded
conversation, Hearnsberger, Post, and Tracy, Homer,
Alaska, July 10, 1989)
Freedom from a tape-recorder and my willingness to
proceed as a patient obviously relaxed Epperson enough to
make statements that revealed more of his feelings about
medicine and healing through memorates in which he attempted
to explain and to verify his practice.

Again it is also

possible that Epperson was trying to inform me in greater
detail about his procedures and his effectiveness to persuade
me that his healing is dynamic, and to insure me that I would
experience success with my physical problems.

Although my

purpose in becoming a patient was to further my research, his
purpose was to perform the healing ceremony in order to help
me.

The most important factor for me was to experience the

ceremony to better empathize with my other informants and to
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perceive first hand the veracity of the performance.
Epperson and I talked as he held my ankles.

He told me

about many of the books he has used in his personal quest to
learn about healing.

I then asked him more questions and we

just chatted for awhile.

Epperson asked me what I had

learned about people through my illness.

Before I realized

what was happening I began to open up to him as one would to
a therapist or a trusted confidante.

When we ran out of

things to say we were silent for about thirty minutes as he
steadfastly held on to my ankles.

He then informed me that

he was going to move to my head and that my feet would feel
very cold after he removed his hands from them.

Although I

did not experience the coldness, he put a large warm blanket
over my legs and feet.

The symbols of cold in the absence of

energy from his hands and warmth with the healing energy
which was then replaced by the blanket, underlined his
concern for my comfort.

Once again these antonyms relate to

the binary oppositions inherent in symbolic human interaction
and the dual nature of life.

Epperson was defining the myth

for me as he worked on both my physical body and my emotional
needs.

He then sat in back of me and put his hands and his

fingers against my cheek and leaned me further back into the
chair directly under the pyramid.

I later told Hearnsberger

what happened next in a tape-recorded conversation I had with
her and Post that evening.
After he put his hands on my head I got real
relaxed and I kind of went to sleep. I mean superrelaxed. Very peaceful. Extremely peaceful.
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Totally relaxed. I would never go to a stranger's
house and go to sleep. So that's what I was
guarding against looking up at the pyramid. I was
looking up at that trying to figure out why it was
there and why he didn't put a light bulb in it.
Things were going through my head and so I was kind
of fighting. I was starting to feel drowsy but
then I thought, I can't go to sleep in this man's
house. This is ridiculous. Jack's an older man
and I, then I, the way I knew I was going to sleep
is that I heard my--I don't think it was a snore
but close. But I heard it and the message went to
my brain, "Oh, you are drifting off, that was a
sleep sound!" So then I forced my eyes open again.
Then it happened again and I thought, Oh hell, he
does this all the time, he won't think I'm weird.
You know, it's my problem not his. Then I just let
it happen. And knowing I was asleep mainly came to
me from the sound of the air going into my nose.
I've never thought of going to sleep at night with
definitely a sleep sound. I drifted off, kind of
came back and drifted off again, and came back. I
meant to ask Jack how long we'd been there because
I didn't know. I lost all track of time. When he
moved his hands I was instantly awake.
I opened my eyes and he said to me, "Oh that
was wonderful. Most people don't do this the first
time." And at that point I was real warm--almost
hot and I was thinking that I had a blanket on me.
I felt the afghan at my feet and I wanted to take
it off because I was real hot. I just felt real
peaceful. Kind of ready to go. But Jack wouldn't
let me go. He said, "No, you can't go like this.
You are not out of it yet. You are not awake
enough to go. Let's just talk for ten or twenty
minutes." He kept me lying down. I left feeling
real relaxed. Just feeling real super relaxed.
Real nice and relaxed. It was a pleasant
experience.
Although I did not experience the tingling sensation
felt by Hearnsberger and Post which they characterized as
moving energy, I emphasized repeatedly that the experience
was very positive, relaxing, and induced a feeling of wellbeing.

Epperson did not take away the physical signs of my

illness but he did induce a state of feeling in which they
were forgotten.

Indeed, he attended to the emotional
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dimension of my injury and illness as he communicated his
concern, care and understanding of the ordeal which I had
been through.
The empathic and cathartic skills of healers such as
Jack Epperson is noted by Dow writing about the underlying
mechanisms of symbolic healing: suggestion, catharsis, social
structuring, and psychochemical action.

Suggestion is the

therapist's influence on the behavior and beliefs of the
patient.

Suggestion can be therapeutic because it relieves

anxiety, offers the patient new ways of coping, and changes
maladaptive to adaptive behavior.

The essential element in

suggestion is the ability of the healer to change negative
patterns of thought and behavior in a patient who would not
be able to develop these new patterns in a normal
environment.

Suggestion also implies a pre-existing

condition of suffering ultimately leading to dependence on
the healer such as was the case with Brenda Hearnsberger.

In

this article Dow quotes Malinowski as stating that the
primary suggestion made by magic is that faith and hope will
succeed when people are overcome by doubt and fear. (Dow,
1986)

When modern medicine offers little hope in a situation

magic offers all the possibilities of life and health.
Jack Epperson uses this power of suggestion throughout
his healing ritual.

His calm and reassuring manner relieves

anxiety and it is obvious from the three case studies
presented that he has the ability to create deep relaxation
in his patients.

Through his books, tapes, personal

131
experiences and beliefs, Epperson offers his patients
alternative ways of coping with their problems but does so in
such a non-threatening manner that there is little resistance
to his teaching.

Hearnsberger, Post, and myself all spoke

consistently of the man's gentleness, attitude of caring, and
ability to calm the fears and doubts associated with physical
and emotional trauma.

Because illness inherently causes

maladaptive behavior often resulting in social isolation,
through suggestion Epperson is able to help his patients
overcome doubt and fear and to adopt a feeling or attitude of
hope and faith that the illness will indeed be cured thus
restoring social effectiveness.

For this reason, as AIDS

spreads throughout the entire population leaving doubt, fear,
grief and mistrust in its wake, healers that have this
ability to relieve anxiety and restore any sense of
possibility in hope and a longer life will become more and
more important in a society overburdened with the
hopelessness of the apparent inability of the scientific
community to find a cure.
The second mechanism in symbolic healing is that of
catharsis.

When Epperson placed his hand on the back of my

head on top of the surgical scar, he tk_ld me that his hand
hurt all the next day.

He felt much pain right on the cut

and the pain traveled all the way down his hand.

"It hurt

and I almost had to take my hand away," he said.

In Pat

Taylor's account of Jewel Babb, a woman who ai:-o heals by
channeling energy, this same phenomenon is discussed.

In
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describing Babb's treatment procedure and the cathartic
sensations, Taylor writes:
During e treatment, she holds her hands out,
palms toward the patient. She says a sensation of
warmth starts in one of her hands, then arcs to the
other, and that the energy and warmth seem to
circulate in the palms. Sometimes this energy can
become so intense in her hands that she says it can
cause her discomfort and at times even get out of
control. She recounted one incident of this
occurring. (Taylor, 1981, p.25)
In catharsis, then, the healer draws the injury, pain,
or the illness away from the patient and takes it upon him or
herself.

The patient is thereby given permission to leave

the dysfunction with the healer and return to
state.

a

balanced

Epperson's burning hands occurred in an atmosphere

already charged with magic, mystery and ritual creating a
contagious feeling that magical healing was indeed happening.
The restructuring of social relations is the third
pattern in symbolic healing.

Magico-religious healers such

as Epperson often deal with family and social problems of
their patients.

Some researchers feel that all healing

dealing with the supernatural becomes psychotherapy.

When

social relations are the cause of psychological problems
which lead to physical maladies, the patient is relieved of
the stress and anxiety related both to the relationships
causing distress and the illness manifesting disharmony.
Because Epperson is a good listener and offers his patients
supportive guidance, he is beginning to receive referrals
from the mental health office in Homer.

Again, he admits

that the main benefit his patients receive from him is the
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chance to talk out problems and obtain emotional support for
their distress.

As I left his home that first day I felt

much of the burden of the past few months lifted and
experienced the first sense of lightness and relief in a long
time.
Finally, there does appear to be a connection between
symbolic healing and neurochemical endorphins.

Endorphins,

which are potent pain reducers manufactured by the body,
appear to be released by ritual behavior in curing
ceremonies.

Although much further study is needed by both

social scientists, folklorists and medical

praCtitioners in

the area of the neurochemistry related to healing rites, it
is widely accepted that too much stress creates illness,
inhibits healing and produces pain; whereas relaxation
generates health and a feeling of well-being.

Epperson feels

it is our mind more than anything else which determines our
state of health and harmony.

Therefore, in spiritual or

magical healing, he begins counteracting the effects of
disease by interceding on the emotional plane which is the
most accessible level to him.

Indeed, he mentioned that

placing his hands on a person is just an excuse.

"What I

really do is just listen to people and let them tell me their
problems and that is the benefit of what I do."
By relieving anxiety, offering new coping skills, and
enhancing positive patterns of behavior, Epperson is able to
create a state of balance in his patients.

The following

conversation between my two informants and myself as
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Epperson's patients, reveals the "psychiatry" of his healing
as a shared experience between healer and patient and perhaps
provides the strongest clue to his success as a healer:
SP: I remember when I always left there I would
feel that I was in control of my own life. I was
in control of my own healing process.
BH: I think he is always trying to humble the
healing energy and through the years I've been
seeing Jack at least once a month at least.
I
think he's really emphasized that we all have this
healing energy in us. I think that it's a matter
of becoming aware of it and using it. I don't
think it is a contradictory statement at all. I
think that Jack does have healing energy in his
hands. We are ultimately responsible for our own
healing. This initiates our own healing which I
have said before. But I think that he's also right
in that one of the benefits of what he does with
many people is that they feel safe around Jack.
They respect his confidentiality and it's
comfortable in his house. It's cozy. He is older.
He is comfortable with who he is and he is a good
listener. Through the process of being a good
listener is a healing all in itself.
So why did you choose to go to Jack today?
Just because that was one of the questions that you
asked both of us.
JT: One of the reasons I mainly went was for this
research. This wouldn't be complete without going
to him and doing this. Curiosity. To see what
would happen. I would have to say in all honesty
that is the main reason. Curiosity. And to be
able to have firsthand experience in just what
exactly he does. How he heals people. But when I
was there I was in a better mood that night.
BH:

So it was really a kind of shared experience?

JT: Yes, and that is what he kept saying today.
"Gee I wish I could have you everyday for awhile."
Because, as you know, my face is numb from about my
mouth to behind my ear. He said, "I could get the
feeling back in your face." If I was going to be
here I'd go to him just to see if he could pull it
off. But if it could happen it would be
interesting to see.
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In the above dialogue, I moved from the role of an
interrogator to the role of a respondent with my informants.
Whereas this can be problematic in removing the analytical
capabilities by interacting exoterically, I was also able to
become more involved in the small but trusted group which
they formed.

When involved in folklore research, however, it

is difficult to retain the necessary professional aloofness
in examining the testimony of the informants when becoming a
part of the sub-culture.

While I feel it is beneficial to

become involved directly with the healer while studying folk
medicine, care must be taken not to lose the ability to move
easily from respondent back to researcher.

Although I did

not entirely lose my initial skepticism, I did allow the
possibility of belief in Epperson's effectiveness in treating
the emotional aspects of disease if not actually having the
ability to effect a cure.

I left feeling that much more

research is needed by all involved in medical issues
concerning the relationship between mind and body and
emotional equilibrium and physical well-being.
Moving to another town precluded the possibility as I've
stated in devel eIng a healing relationship with Epperson.

I

was, however, now better able to ascertain the basis of his
power as a healer as I studied both my experience and the
experiences of my informants.

Jones contends that

individuals describe particular cases in order to explain the
etiology of a disease, to illustrate specific kinds of
diseases and their manifestations, to indicate more fully the
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nature of therapeutic measures, to verify the soundness of a
therapy used, and to demonstrate the power of the healer.
(Jones, 1976)

Both Brenda Hearnsberger and Sue Post asserted

that disease is a state of disharmony as illustrated by their
specific cases.

They indicated quite thoroughly the nature

and effect of Epperson's healing ceremony in often dlamatic
terms.

Each verified that healing did occur as a result of

their relationship with him thereby demonstrating his
effectiveness as a healer.

These case histories also

provided a means for my informants to express concern and
support for me as a patient, to persuade or suggest the
success of Epperson's practice, and as a source of
information regarding this healing tradition.
Jack Epperson's system of treatment is based on theories
discredited by medical science yet he can elicit the feeling
of a cure, or ongoing treatment in his patients even in
chronic illness and traumatic injury.
because his patients believe in him.

His healing works
His success as a healer

in the community of Homer is perpetuated by his patients who
represent an esoteric concern for members of their group.

It

is not a commercial business, but rather a way of life for
them as well as for him.
as long

as

Epperson will continue as a healer

people within this town credit their health

maintenance with his ability.
I was Epperson's patient if only for a few days.

In

that time he did restore a sense of well-being to me-something I felt the medical establishment had taken away
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from me several months previous to my meeting with him.

I

learned more from him about alternative healing, the scope of
the problem with conventional medicine today, the tenuousness
of the human condition and the ramifications our frailty has
in personal freedom and growth, and the extent to which
simple caring will create a deeply ingrained sense of worth
and faith, than I did from all the hours spent in libraries.
To fully understand folk medicine, it is imperative that the
researcher become a willing participant in the drama, ritual,
and magic of alternative healing ceremonies.

CONCLUSION

I left Jack Epperson's house for the last time after my
second curing session realizing I had met a unique
individual; one who was both at peace with himself and with
his place in the world, and who attempts to pass this
serenity on to others with no expectation of reward.

I left

not only feeling surprisingly relaxed and tranquil, but also
with many books and tapes which he gave as freely as his
time.

Going into the relationship as a skeptic, I left

admitting to the endless therapeutic possibilities in human
encounters.

As I prepared to organize my field data I viewed

the awesome task before me in presenting this man as a modern
folk healer in a cultural context.
To compartmentalize Jack Epperson's role as a spiritual
healer in modern society would not only be a disservice to
the man and his art and drama, but would also be an
inaccurate portrayal of the knowledge I received from him.
My original questions going into the research were impersonal
and exoteric but related to what I felt were the key issues,
namely: why is this type of healing reemerging in modern
American communities, what lessons can medical practitioners
learn from such folk healers, how can an alternative healer
with faith in the supernatural fit into mainstream society,
and why do some people become his or her patients when a
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complex technological medical system is available?

While

these questions remain valid, if retained as the sole focal
point of the study, they do a disservice to the man, his
life, and his unbending faith in everything he does.
Distancing myself over a period of time from the relationship
and evaluating the interviews, tapes, and books given to me
gave me the ability to see Jack Epperson, the healer, as a
dynamic, vital member of the community and Jack Epperson, the
man as one of those rare individuals who give freely of
themselves to make life easier for others.

The matter of

credibility or veracity in the complex supernatural material
he presented to me became secondary to the reality of his
effectiveness with his patients.
Understanding Epperson begins with sensitivity toward a
young boy who at a very early age is given the responsibility
for his family's welfare.

It is to acknowledge the lasting

impact tragedy, chronic illness, and death have on the
formulation of beliefs and attitudes that can create disorder
and disruption in normal development.

It is also a

realization that harmony can grow out of discord and
imbalance, and can be restored to anyone who seeks a better
life.

From a young man on a farm in rural Colorado, to a

fighter pilot in World War II, and ultimately a pioneer in
the Alaskan wilderness, Epperson carried the strength to
determine his own destiny, to insist on his own principles,
and to act on his own faith.

Epperson's story is one of

sadness at human frailty, anger at the limiting dictates of
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organized religion, and the possibility of unconditional love
in the face of adversity.

These were the larger issues and

the ones which Epperson might have chosen to address had I
not directed the interviews toward healing.

As Pat Ellis

Taylor acknowledges in Border Bealing Woman, her confessed
interest in Jewel Babb's healing ability rather than any
other aspect of her life led Babb to empnasize that aspect.
I also admit to the selection of certain biographical
material which I felt would develop my thesis questions.
However, my interest was in Epperson, the healer and possible
shaman, so any distortion of Epperson, the husband, the
father, the pioneer and the community member is
unintentional.

His story is based on my contention that the

healer cannot be separated from the man.
In the short time we spent together, Epperson allowed me
access to many of his most intimate memories, feelings and
beliefs.

I became caretaker of this information and the

fragile nature in human encounters such as this require the
utmost sensitivity and confidentiality.

As a representative

of the emerging community of spiritual healers who cure by
placing their hands for long periods of time on a sick or
injured person's body, Epperson led me to a resolution of my
original questions and a certainty that folk medical research
is vital not only to the study of medicine, but also to the
study of human beliefs, fears, thought processes, and
behavior when faced with illness.

The study of folk

medicine, predominantly limited in the past to lists of
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remedies, practices and superstitions han led down from family
to family or from neighbor to neighbor, is gradually
beginning to include the important role spiritual healers
play in modern culture.

It is essential to include the

spiritual healer as a participant in folk medicine, and to
view illness relative to the role of psychic healing in
modern society, the knowledge that can be gained by academic
doctors, the social position of the healer, and the
psychological and physical needs of his or her patients.
Magico-religious healing has indeed emerged in a new
form in this century.

Just as many herbal prparations have

proven to be effective and utilized in modern pharmacopoeia,
the psychological support that shamanic curing rituals lend
to the patient and members of his or her society are proof
that non-academic medicine has much to offer the Western
world.

As long as people receive relief from emotional and

physical distress as a result of his intervention, Jack
Epperson's healing will continue to play a major role in
meeting the health care needs of the people who believe in
him.

Indeed, there is an historical and religious basis to

Epperson's technique if not his supernatural philosophy in
such practices as the Protestant "laying on of hands," the
appeal through group prayer to eradicate an illness or
reverse an in -Wry by transmitting healing energy to the
patient, the Mexican curandero method of transferring healing
energy from healer to patient with blessed hands, and the
Pennsylvania Dutch pow-wow tradition of passing hands over
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the affected area of the body while chanting prayers and
Bible verses.
The fact that Epperson is working within a time-honored
tradition that has appeared in many cultures
supported by the nature of his technique.

further

As he holds a

patient's ankles, he believes that liquid healing energy
dissipates congestion in blocked passageways which results in
physical dysfunction.
folklore.

The idea of liquidity has its roots in

Alan Dundes's conclusion in his work on the evil

eye belief system regarding the idea that life depends on
liquid as a basic principle in the ancient Mediterranean
world states that, "Bodily fluids, semen, milk, blood, bile,
and saliva, mean life while loss of such fluids means death,"
(Shalinsky, 1985, p. 35).

Again, Levi-Strauss approaches the

idea of wet and dry as a part of a basic binary opposition in
a universal thought pattern as a transformation of the
opposition of life and death (Levi-Strauss, 1967).

These

unconscious categories may manifest themselves in many
different customs but especially in relation to healing.
Patricia Sun emphasized that disease and illness is a direct
result of our inability to resolve the conflict we create in
not accepting binary oppositions as an inherent part of the
human condition.

Stating that we want life without death,

comfort with no pain, lightness but not darkness, love
without hate, and joy unaccompanied by grief, Sun repeatedly
stressed that by not permitting these tensions to exist in a
state of equilibrium we constantly place ourselves in a state
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of imbalance and physical and psychological peril (Sun,
1981).

Hence the shaman is employed to assist the patient in

maintaining a state of equilibrium by realigning the energy
channels which have been blocked as a result of internal
chaos.
While this shamanistic behavior may be frowned on by the
majority of the urban middle class, it has become a
widespread and respected healing tradition among those
willing to test an alternative system.

The fact that magico-

religious healing is even emerging in the middle class
especially among the baby-boom generation of the post World
War II era, can also be viewed relative to the increased
stress inherent in modern life and the need for stress
reducing practices in medicine which have been common in
traditional cultures.

These customs include both individual

and collective expressive forms and are largely performance
oriented.

Richard Dorson lists such customs as signing,

dancing, storytelling, riddling, using proverbs, vocalizing
belief, joking, playing folk games, applying folk medicine,
and participating in mock fights, verbal duels, religious
chants, and some sacrilegious rituals as all actions in which
emotional energy is released in socially satisfying ways
(Dorson, 1979).
Sitting with a healer, talking to him or her about fears
and concerns with health, and receiving emotional support and
positive suggestions for a more healthy lifestyle, is another
expressive form which fits into this mode.

Healers
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everywhere rise up to aid those in need of help.

Reputation

and clientele are built up by testimonials on the success of
their ministrations.

Those who have been healed and continue

to thrive because of their relationship with a healer will
perpetuate the demand for these people in their communities.
With his non-judgmental attitude of total acceptance for each
individual who comes to him, Epperson has achieved a solid
reputation in Homer resulting in the propagation of spiritual
healing.
With the gradual loss of group performance and drama in
the folk tradition, many middle-class Americans find
themselves in an emotional abyss as they sit in front of a
television, spend countless hours in the mall, and weave
through the maze of rush hour traffic day after day.

Stress

increases in the doctor's office which often has the feeling
of an assembly line rather than the atmosphere of warmth and
nurturing which is an important component in healing.

As

positive accounts about spiritual healing continue to
inundate modern society, so do negative reports about
academic medicine.

Because folk medical beliefs are deeply

rooted in time-honored traditions transmitted orally from
generation to generation, they are tenaciousl“ held and often
impervious to change.

The tension created when folk medical

beliefs collide with academic medicine is largely due to
cultural differences in diagnostic evaluations, treatment
procedures, and communicative efforts.

Standard conventional

medicine tends to quickly pinpoint disease, battle that
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disease with surgery or strong chemical drugs that often
carry unpleasant side-effects, and destroy the agent that
makes people sick.

The idea of unnecessary cutting has

recently gained prominence in the media and the number of
malpractice suits is rising each year.

Little time is spent

communicating with the patient and when that effort is made
it is often in jargon so technically obscure that it has
little meaning for the lay person and the average patient
feels more like an object with a problem than a person
needing care.

Many doctors will make a quick reference to

diet and exercise but they are much less successful in
dealing with chronic ailments, problems relating to aging,
and telling people how to stay healthy in a fast-paced world.
Medical practitioners can learn much from folk medical
practices and techniques.

Folk medicine, academic medicine,

and commercial remedies can form interrelated systems of
beliefs and practices.

Academic medicine defines theory of

disease based on scientific proof of cause and effect, and
diagnosis and treatment with immediate and short-range means.
In folk medicine cause and effect are viewed within the total
physical, spiritual and emotional state of the patient.
Theory and treatment are natural, often based in religion,
and related to the occult.

Because folk healers work with

the slower but longer lasting forces of nature and treat the
causes of illness, folk treatments are able to play the
important role of providing the possibility of a cure of such
chronic malfunctions as Hearnsberger's asthma.
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Conventional medicine including the pharmaceutical
industry is restricted to university trained professionals.
Medical knowledge is transmitted through formal training,
written publications, and professional symposiums.

Folk

medicine, on the other hand, is the common property of
everyone in the culture.

Patent remedies also contain

similarities with folk medicine.

Remedies, whether natural

or patent, have always played a role in treating illness and
both involve self-diagnosis and treatment.

Epperson's cure

for asthma involved the initial diagnosis and the following
treatment by a highly regarded local herbalist.

He

recommended that Hearnsberger view the stress and distress in
her life, reach a state of balance, and discontinue using the
five prescription drugs she was taking as well as the patent
medicine she used to restore breathing during an asthma
attack.

In agreement with herbalists and other practitioners

of natural medicine, Epperson regards patent remedies as
simply an extension of scientific medicine and advises
against using them.
Most conventional doctors are against alternative
medicine worrying that many people get so involved with
unconventional cures that they forego accepted medical
techniques entirely.

They feel that most cures are temporary

and the conL:ItlJn may reassert itself after time, returning
when the atmosphere of ritual and performance in the healing
sessions has waned.

Of course, when the illness is serious

or possibly fatal, it is detrimental to the patient's
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prognosis to refuse medical help.

In the case of terminal

illness, however, many times the alternative cure provides
relief from pain, a sense of hope, and a reduction of stress.
It is true that quackery and medical fraud cost Americans
millions of dollars offering false hope and sometimes causing
some degree of damage; the same often happens in conventional
medical practice as well.

It is also true that alternative

curing systems are a part of the human response to illness,
are here to stay and may possibly have some medical validity.
By simply educating themselves concerning the cultural
patterns and needs in which they operate, respecting the
belief systems of their clientele and understanding the
emotional aspect of illness and injury, medical doctors can
learn much from folk healers and reduce the enmity between
the two systems of healing.

Epperson often goes to the

hospital after his patients have undergone surgery.

Although

not welcomed by the medical staff, he is allowed to sit with
recovering patients after surgery and hold their ankles.
There is no empirical evidence to support the healing power
of his visit, but it is obviously important to enough people
in the community to have established him as a force with
which the doctors must contend.
When the mainstream culture negates the value of the
folk healer, an alternative culture group will form affirming
and practicing his or her techniques.

Sometimes an

alternative healer may gain such credence that he or she
becomes a respected member of the healing community.

In
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November of 1991, Governor Walter J. Hickel of Alaska
appointed an alternative healer to the state medical board.
Dr. Robert Rowen, who favors medicine that falls outside the
medical mainstream including homeopathy and acupuncture,
received a barrage of outraged criticism statewide from the
medical community after the governor's decision

He also

received strong support from the governor's staff and from
people around the state ("The Anchorage Times," November 20,
1991).
While an alternative culture supporting the occult and
spiritual healing has developed in Homer, in spite of the
more general acceptance of folk healing methods, the members
are still hesitant to admit their membership in it.

Epperson

is also not impervious to this censorship and asked that his
name not be used within the community.

As more medical

doctor's such as Dr. Rowen enter the realm of alternative
techniques in curing, healers such as Jack Epperson will
become more confident and secure in their practice and will
no longer strive to keep their art confined to a small group.
Epperson stated that the people who are most responsive
to him as a healer are those who have gone beyond the social
ostracism and do not care what people think.

It has taken

his family members some time to reach the point of not being
affected by community attitudes about his healing and his
involvement with the supernatural.

His wife Mary continues

to operate a music store downtown and his daughter maintains
her residence in Homer.

Epperson cares most about what his
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family thinks and told of the good feeling he had when his
daughter consulted him:
My daughter came to me last winter which was
the first time and it was a great feeling. She had
something wrong with her shoulder and it went away.
She hasn't called me again but I'm not sure if I
scared her or what. A lot of people are frightened
when these things happen to them that they don't
understand. I don't want to frighten them but I
know that they have the ability within themselves
if they'll just allow it to happen.
Because Epperson was a resident of Homer long before his
affiliation with Patricia Sun, he sustains his role as an
important member of the community.

He plans on continuing

his healing and now devotes ninety percent of his time to his
practice.

As long as his community takes the view that

sickness and disease can be cured by appeals to some higher
authority whether it is God, nature, or a particular spirit,
and this a higher authority can be enlisted through his
healing hands, Epperson will remain a viable healer.

The

measure of respect and assimilation he receives will he
determined by his patients and their continued reliance on
him.
Anyone who is experiencing distress and sincerely
desires relief from that distress can become a patient of a
spiritual healer.

Even those who most adamantly deny the

efficacy of spiritual healing may try an alternative system
when faced with a serious or potentially fatal disease

With

survival as the strongest instinct in humankind, many
approaches may be taken to combat disease.

Because in every

society only a few people have, or are believed to have the
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skills necessary to cure, the shamanic healer as well as the
medical doctor will be utilized as long as the need continues
for physical, emotional and spiritual healing.
Healing is a profoundly cultural activity.

Epperson

offers a healing method that will treat the person, within a
particular group which views illness in a holistic sense, and
with a concern for enlisting the patient's own natural
healing power.

He offers himself as the agent, the conduit,

the medium through which supernatural forces can come to bear
on the patient.

He becomes a powerful ally, a total support

system, and a good friend in the process of re-establishing
health and freedom from pain.

Epperson's patients validate

and empower him as he releases the inner healing ability in
them.

A mutual exchange of services and beliefs in

supernatural power occur and the relationship develops and
solidifies.

The issue is not whether or not he is able to

cure his patients but that enough people place their trust
and belief in him as a healer to enlist him as their primary
health care giver or to utilize his services in conjunction
with scientific medicine.
Jack Epperson's role as a white shamanic healer is
important to the study of both conventional academic medicine
and folk medicine especially in regard to his adaptation to
the mainstream culture.

Because there are very few full-time

healers left, the story of those who heal by ritual and by
spoken word, transmitting healing power from a divine source,
will continue wherever people accept them.

Perhaps the only
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obstacle that interfers with a more general acceptance of the
spiritual healer is that the aura of mystic surrounding the
healing requires a leap of faith into the unexplainable.

As

the media continues to report a bleak picture in both the
worldwide and the nationwide health situation, it may be that
this leap of faith is what will continue to give us hope.
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